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The Long Way Home

Really Going Over
the Mountain
Going up there and being blown on is nothing. We never do much climbing while we are there, but we eat our luncheon, etc., very much as at
home. It is after we get home that we really go over the mountain, if ever.
				
—Henry David Thoreau, in a letter to a friend

T

his is an answer to those who ask why, if I’m so smart,
I hike alone.
	I came from a big, noisy family full of males. It operated on the principle
that problems resolve through loud arguments and even tantrums. Maybe
sometimes they must. But I did not realize when I left home at 18 that
I’d fallen so deeply into the family dynamic that I did not even notice the
emotions and even anger with which I approached most people and all
situations. Keeping up with the boys, I had unlearned the younger me who
just looked up for the planets.
	I discovered backpacking when some friends towed me along to the White
Mountains for four days when I was 24. I shut up and let the wind blow.
Some people can hear their own voices amid the din of regular life. I can’t. I
need the mountains.
People ask if I’m afraid, alone on trails. Sort of. When I’m alone in the
woods, I think ahead of what might scare me, discard the unfounded fears,
and take steps for the rest.
Alone, I look at plants. I draw them in my notebook to remember their
shapes. (And, why must we know the names of things? It’s the recognition
that matters.) Alone, I see boot marks, moose tracks, and animal droppings,
and I know what the animal has eaten. When I’m alone, I see the ruffed
grouse, the snowshoe hare, and the American toad. I used to let other people
show them to me.

6 Appalachia
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Last June 12, on my second night out, I woke to a damp, sagging tent barely
a few inches above my forehead. I should have known not to take this rotting
old one. The pattering intensified. In the dark, I placed one finger and my
thumb on the prominent ridge of my nose and sighed. My father had the same
nose. Suddenly he was with me. Dad. The recognition flashed for a second.
The next morning I took down the tent and retreated into a crude A-frame
some adventurers had cobbled together from pieces of the former shelter. The
old one had been dismantled because it does not follow federal Wilderness
policy. I silently thanked the ambitious shelter-builders I’d laughed at only
hours before. Underneath the assemblage of tied-together logs and corrugated
roof pieces, I sat on a crude log bench, pushing handfuls of granola into my
mouth and swatting black flies. As usual, I asked why my trips always came to
moments like this. I did not “eat my luncheon, etc., very much as at home.”
The tent fly dripped on the rope clothesline. Maybe it would dry a little under
here. A half-empty bottle of whiskey leaned against a post: ghosts. The rain
whooshed; I packed up and set out into it.
	I slipped and mucked over the soaked fallen trees. I had to stop for water
at a rushing tributary of the Wild River. My hands were prune-cold as they
maneuvered the teetering old water pump on its teetering rock platform. My
raincoat acted as a water transfer membrane. “What were you trying to prove
this time?” I asked myself.
	Suddenly, I wasn’t trying to prove one thing. I was just getting water and
living with my choices.
Hours later, I sat in the sun outside the bunkhouse at Carter Notch Hut.
I read a taped-up hardcover of Robert Service poems a former assistant hutmaster had left behind in 1977. “There’s a race of men that don’t fit in,/A race
that can’t stay still. . . . Theirs is the curse of the gypsy blood,/And they don’t
know how to rest.”
The poem goes on to say that those who don’t fit in won’t succeed in the
standard sense; “it’s the steady, quiet, plodding ones/Who win in the lifelong
race.” And yet, “He’s a rolling stone, and it’s bred in the bone;/He’s a man
who won’t fit in.”
Absurd—that I would find my settled modern female soul in a poem
about a cowboy from the nineteenth century. But I do feel that sometimes
I must roll like a stone. Once in a while, everyone must reassemble her cluttered mind or live with regret.
—Christine Woodside
Editor-in-Chief
winter/spring 2013 7
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Out of the Woods
What we learn from Thoreau’s life in Concord
Lucille Stott
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I came here to meet him at last.		
			
—A visitor to Thoreau’s birth house

I

n December 1995, I was sitting at my editor’s desk at The Concord
Journal in Concord, Massachusetts, when I received a call from a town
resident living on Virginia Road. The house next door to her—the farmhouse
where Henry David Thoreau was born on July 12, 1817—was about to
be razed and the twenty acres on which it sat developed into twelve cluster
houses. The owner of the house, recently widowed, needed to sell, and
the developer had drawn up plans. What, the caller asked, could we do
about that?
Before that conversation, I hadn’t known that Thoreau was born on a farm
along a little-known road miles from both the Main Street house where he
died and Walden Pond, the place with which he is most identified. Not long
after the call, I was allowed to visit the eighteenth-century house, which was
in dilapidated condition and very near collapse. When I entered the second
floor room where Thoreau had been born (the “east chamber” of the original
structure), I was overcome with unexpected emotion and a most uncommon
response: awe. In my mountain hikes and my saunters along the familiar
trails of home, Thoreau had always served as an inspiration to slow down,
forget peakbagging and mileage counts, and remember that “heaven is under
our feet” (as he wrote in “The Pond in Winter” in Walden). But here in this
house I was imagining a different Thoreau, the man who belonged to his
family and to the town he would later dub “the most estimable place in the
world” (Journal, December 5, 1856).
	I was hooked that day on helping to rescue the birth house. For two
years, interested citizens worked with local officials to elicit support from the
state, public and private foundations, and generous individuals. By spring
1997, when the town meeting voted to allow the town of Concord to buy
the house and land, only $160,000 of the $960,000 sale price came from
municipal coffers. The whole story of the public-private partnership that
saved the property from destruction appears on the website of the nonprofit
Thoreau Farm Trust, which was founded in 1998 at the behest of the town and
A public-private partnership bought and preserved this Concord, Massachusetts, house
where Henry David Thoreau was born in 1817. THOREAU FARM TRUST
winter/spring 2013 9
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charged with raising the money to restore and reuse the house in the spirit
of Thoreau’s life and work. Today, the Thoreau Farm Trust owns the Virginia
Road farmhouse and two acres of surrounding land; the trust operates the
property as a “birthplace of ideas.”
The upstairs room where Thoreau was born has been kept largely
untouched and is open to the public, but Thoreau Farm is not a museum. It
is home to the Thoreau Society, the international group devoted to Thoreau’s
work, and to Gaining Ground, the agricultural nonprofit that cultivates
eighteen of the original acres around the house (leasing some of this land
from the town) and donates the produce to soup kitchens and shelters. The
house’s public space and outdoor expanse are used as gathering places and for
programs that promote Thoreau’s wish to “live deliberately.”
The saving and rehabilitation of Thoreau’s birth house is a compelling story
of what a few people can do when the spirit moves them, yet it represents
only one in a long and continuing line of stories that illustrate Thoreau’s
enduring hold on our minds and hearts. To paraphrase Mark Twain’s famous
cable to the newspaper that erroneously published his obituary, the death of
Henry David Thoreau has been greatly exaggerated.

Finding Thoreau in Concord
Thoreau, the consummate walker, wrote in the opening chapter of Walden
that he had “traveled a good deal in Concord.” Even today, his footprints are
everywhere in his hometown. You can take either Walden Street or Thoreau
Street from the village center to Walden Pond. Or you can head out in
the other direction to the beautiful, trail-woven forest tract—Estabrook
Woods—on the northeast edge of town, a favorite Thoreau haunt that
merited frequent mention in his journals. Today, “Easterbrook Country,” as
Thoreau called it, is much more forested than it was in his day, its stone
fences and cellar holes the only remains of the farms that once shaped its
landscape. You can visit the Thoreau family home and boardinghouse on
Monument Square and stroll past the former schoolhouse on Academy
Lane where he taught and the Main Street home in whose front room he
died. You can even stop by the site of the former jailhouse—commemorated
by a granite marker on Monument Square—where Thoreau spent a night
in 1846 for not paying his poll tax, an experience that prompted him to
write “Resistance to Civil Government,” more commonly known today as
“Civil Disobedience.”
10 Appalachia
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The Concord Free Public Library, one of the finest small libraries in
the country, houses the manuscript of Thoreau’s essay, “Walking,” the
surveying field notes he gathered, and the surveys he drew up, including one
of Walden. Leslie Perrin Wilson, curator of the library’s special collections,
says that visitors—even the scholars among them—often react emotionally
when holding these documents, particularly the “Walking” manuscript,
which originated in journal entries and lecture notes, and which contains,
on page 45, the famous axiom, “In Wildness is the preservation of the world.”
“To watch people respond to this is very moving,” Wilson said in an
interview recently. “I’ve seen them cry.” Wilson added that visitors to the
Thoreau collection are a diverse group, in age, background, and nationality.
“Thoreau doesn’t belong to the experts,” she said. “He belongs to the people.
I love talking to a group of high school or college students who have their
breath taken away. Thoreau is truly a universal language.”
A visitor interested in artifacts can find more than 250 Thoreau-related
objects at the Concord Museum, which contains the world’s largest collection
of Thoreauviana, including his flute, his walking stick, and the desk on which
he wrote “Civil Disobedience” and Walden.
Just across the Concord line in Lincoln, the Walden Woods Project,
founded by rock musician Don Henley in 1990, is in its third decade of
preserving the land around the pond. The nonprofit organization, devoted to
conservation, education, and advocacy, welcomes Thoreau scholars, teachers,
and students to a lovely retreat house—called the Thoreau Institute—where,
in an impressive library, they can peruse the rare materials owned by the
Thoreau Society and curated by the institute.
	One of the most beautiful Thoreau-related walks in town is through
picturesque Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, where Thoreau is buried with his family.
Devotees leave tokens at his gravesite—stones, feathers, pinecones, sometimes
even personal notes. Originally, Thoreau was buried in the maternal family
plot in the earliest part of the cemetery. But in the 1870s, he and his family
were moved to the section known as Author’s Ridge, near the Hawthornes,
the Alcotts, and the Emersons, emphasizing Henry’s place in the stunning
collective of writers and thinkers who lived in town during the nineteenthcentury “American Renaissance.”
Among all these luminaries, Thoreau has the distinction of being the
only one who was actually born in Concord. Visitors to his birth house are
asked to leave behind brief notes about Thoreau’s impact on them. A recent
stop by the bulletin board near the entrance offers a glimpse of the variety
winter/spring 2013 11
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of responses to this request, a testament to the breadth and depth of
Thoreau’s message:
I gather local wild berries and other edible wild plants and mushrooms and
share with family, friends, and other folks interested in connecting to nature
via their taste buds.
I try not to judge but to understand. It’s hard work.
I run with my dog off-leash through the woods observing flora and fauna,
reflecting each night on the wonder I live in.
Ignore regulations. Respect the heart.
Trying to learn even better what “deliberately” means.

These notes reflect Thoreau’s ability to reach people in a variety of ways and
prompt them not just to think but to act. He believed that society’s hope rests
with the individual, and through the years, visitors to this house have been
encouraged to imagine ways they could live more considered lives. Thoreau
wasn’t above preaching—and nagging—but he never prescribed a way of life
that would be right for all, certainly not a cabin in the woods. Rather, he
urged all people to find their own paths to “living deliberately”:
I would not have any one adopt my mode of living, on any account; for,
beside that before he has fairly learned it, I may have found another for myself,
I desire that there be as many different persons in the world as possible; but I
would have each one be very careful to find out and pursue his own way, and
not his father’s or his mother’s or his neighbor’s instead. (“Economy,” Walden)

Walden
Despite Thoreau’s reluctance to become a model for others’ lives, the most
visited Thoreau-related place in Concord remains Walden Pond State
Reservation. There you can walk along a well-worn trail to the house site,
discovered by Roland Wells Robbins in 1945, 100 years after Henry built
the cabin. Many people leave a stone, often with messages attached, on
the commemorative cairn, an idea originated in 1872 by Thoreau’s friend
12 Appalachia
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Bronson Alcott. The cabin Thoreau inhabited for two years, two months, and
two days is no longer there, however. After Henry left it on September 6, 1847,
it was moved and used by local farmers and was finally destroyed for firewood
and timber. The Thoreau Society, which runs the Shop at Walden Pond, has
constructed a replica that stands beside the entrance to the park.
	In her article, “Walden: Pilgrimages and Iconographies” in the Oxford
Handbook of Transcendentalism, Wilson distinguishes two categories of
Thoreauvian visitors to the pond: “Ordinary tourists view Walden as a
famous literary locale. Pilgrims invest it with the capacity to spark their
own spirituality, insight, and creative energy, as it did Thoreau’s.” Concord
historian Richard Smith also speaks of the “pilgrims” who find spiritual
sustenance at Walden: “Thoreau speaks so deeply to people . . . . They feel
connected to his experience at Walden Pond.”
	In the mid-1980s, writer Terry Tempest Williams was visiting Concord
Academy as an artist-in-residence. She asked me if I would take her to Walden
Pond on the morning she left for home, and I was surprised to learn that she
had never been there. Arriving in the early hours, we could see two fishermen
through the April mist. Otherwise, we were alone. Williams pulled from her
satchel her high school copy of Walden, showing me sheepishly her many
underlines in, of course, green ink. With book in hand, she approached the
water, crouched down, and dipped her hand in. We stayed for a while as she
read aloud from Walden. I have never forgotten that moment. Williams had
certainly been finding her own Walden for many years in her Utah landscape,
but that day she was profoundly moved to find herself at the source.

Wildness Within
Thoreau never claimed that the woods around Walden Pond qualified as some
absolute example of wildness. There was something else he was after there—a
paring down of his needs that would allow him to fit more snugly into the
natural world. For him, the experiment was as much about what he was
bringing to the pond as it was about what the pond would bring to him:
It is in vain to dream of a wildness distant from ourselves. There is none such.
It is the bog in our brains and bowels, the primitive vigor of Nature in us, that
inspires that dream. I shall never find in the wilds of Labrador any greater
wildness than in some recess of Concord, i.e., than I import into it. (Journal,
August 30, 1856)
winter/spring 2013 13
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In fact, Thoreau had discovered a landscape that he found dauntingly distant
and wild on Katahdin, which he climbed in September 1846, in the middle
of his stay at Walden. As John Blair and Augustus Trowbridge say in their
American Quarterly article, “Thoreau on Katahdin,” here, for the first time,
“[Thoreau] encountered nature in its most primitive and forbidding state
. . . . The raw material of the mountains refused to yield up meaning in the
intuitive mode of analogies he had formulated at Concord.”
The Katahdin experience led Thoreau back to Concord’s familiar flatlands
and rivers, and to the pond where he felt at ease. While living at Walden,
he was not so much taking a walk on the wild side as letting his own wild
side out for a walk, and in this less majestic, more humanly scaled realm of
nature, he felt able to do so. At home in Walden, he could slow down, look
closely at the life teeming around, above, and below him, and feel welcomed
as a part of it all. Here, it felt perfectly natural to let loose and give in to the
raw, exhilarating rush of “primitive vigor” lurking within. He celebrates a
moment of such primal awakening in his Walden chapter, “Higher Laws,”
which begins:
As I came home through the woods with my string of fish, trailing
my pole, it being now quite dark, I caught a glimpse of a woodchuck stealing
across my path, and felt a strange thrill of savage delight, and was strongly
tempted to seize and devour him raw; not that I was hungry then, except for
that wildness which he represented.

What I find remarkable about this passage is that Thoreau does not feel a need
to abandon other sides of himself even as he embraces the predatory animal
in him: “I found in myself, and still find, an instinct toward a higher, or, as it
is named, spiritual life, as do most men, and another toward a primitive rank
and savage one, and I reverence them both.” (“Higher Laws,” Walden) His
belief that both goodness and savagery are human instincts, and that we must
acknowledge both to lead a balanced life, is one of the ideological threads that
connects Thoreau’s experience at Walden with the rest of his life and work.
That connection is rooted in Thoreau’s commitment to looking and
listening closely. He could discern a glimmer of meaning in every experience,
whether wild or tame. In an 1857 letter to his friend Harrison Blake (excerpted
by Jeffrey Cramer in his annotated edition of Walden), Thoreau expressed
what forays into forests and hills can mean to those who venture in and up in
a spirit of wonder and humility:
14 Appalachia
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It did not take very long to get over the mountain, you thought; but have
you got over it indeed? If you have been to the top of Mount Washington, let
me ask, what did you find there? . . . Going up there and being blown on is
nothing. . . . It is after we get home that we really go over the mountain, if ever.
What did the mountain say? What did the mountain do?

For Thoreau, venturing into the woods was a sterile exercise if it did not bear
the fruit of wisdom—a taste of what it might mean to lead a fuller life.

Beyond Walden
In her poem “Going to Walden” [Editor’s note: see the full poem on page 133],
Mary Oliver questions the pilgrimage approach to Walden, honoring instead
Thoreau’s wish that we each seek, deliberately, our own path in life:
But in a book I read and cherish,
Going to Walden is not so easy a thing
As a green visit. It is the slow and difficult
Trick of living, and finding it where you are.

So much attention is placed on the time Thoreau spent at the pond that this
most literal attempt to “simplify, simplify, simplify,” too often overshadows
the rest of his messages about “the slow and difficult trick of living.” Most
of his life was, in fact, lived with and in consideration of others. One of his
reasons for moving to the edge of town was to write the manuscript that
became A Week on the Concord and Merrimack, a reflection of his deep bond
with his brother, John, who died in 1842 at the age of 26. Henry surely wanted
solitude from a family home that took in boarders—solitude to become one
with nature and to write in peace—but he never staked a claim to hermithood.
He welcomed regular visitors to his tiny home and ventured almost daily into
town. In an article, “The Forester,” in Atlantic Monthly in 1862, his friend
Bronson Alcott called him,
The most welcome of companions, this plain countryman. One shall not meet
with thoughts invigorating like his often: coming so scented of mountain and
field breezes and rippling springs, so like a luxuriant clod from under forestleaves, moist and mossy with earth-spirits. His presence is tonic, like ice-water
in dog-days to the parched citizen pent in chambers and under brazen ceilings.
winter/spring 2013 15
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Young Edward Emerson, son of Ralph Waldo and profound admirer of
Thoreau, noted in his 1862 eulogy that when Henry entered a home in
Concord, he would look around for the children, whom he would regale
with stories of muskrats and squirrels and of the “Homeric battle of the
red and black ants.” His expeditions in search of huckleberries, chestnuts,
and grapes were popular local outings, and he even cut down Concord’s
first town Christmas tree, beginning a tradition that continues to this day.
Another young friend, Louisa May Alcott, who wrote in the March 1869
issue of the magazine Merry’s Museum, “Thoreau . . . used to come smiling up
to his neighbors, to announce that the bluebirds had arrived, with as much
interest in the fact as other men take in messages by the Atlantic cable.”
Thoreau connected with other people—and connected other people
to each other—through his fascination with the natural world. I’ve always
wished more attention could be paid to that little-heralded aspect of his life
and personality, so I was pleased last spring when I saw that the Transcendental
Council of First Parish Church in Concord was going to celebrate Thoreau’s
human relationships in a special service commemorating the funeral held
there for him 150 years ago, on May 9, 1862, three days after he died from
tuberculosis at age 44. The commemorative service featured readings of
remarks captured in writing from Thoreau’s friends, neighbors, and family
members before and after his death. It drew more than 400 people on a
beautiful Sunday afternoon. When it was over, I felt emotionally uplifted,
as though I had just attended the memorial service of an inspiring personal
friend. Looking around at the faces of others leaving the service, I saw I was
not alone in that response.
Those who insist on seeing Thoreau as a one-dimensional figure, defined
by solitude and ill humor, would have been surprised by the abundance of
affection expressed by his contemporaries and the number of devoted friends
who gathered around him as he lay dying. Readers at this commemorative
event related story after story of human connection, and it was easy to imagine
Thoreau captivating the young and engaging the old with vivid tales from
his encounters with local flora and fauna. When a group of town children
brought food to the house for the ailing Henry and were not allowed in to see
their great champion, Henry protested, insisting that the children be allowed
to see him—and they were. Sam Staples, his one-time jailor, was quoted as
saying after a visit to the bedridden Henry that his friend “seemed so serene
and happy,” a quality that Thoreau’s sister Sophia would later describe in a
letter as “the power of spirit over matter.”
16 Appalachia
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	One reader at the service quoted at length from Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
eulogy for Thoreau, which the Atlantic Monthly published as “Thoreau,” in
August 1862. Emerson spoke of Henry’s “fitness of body and mind,” and his
prowess as a swimmer, skater, and boatman, adding that his friend “chose to
be rich by making his wants few.”
The commemoration ended with a recitation of Louisa May Alcott’s
poem, “Thoreau’s Flute,” for which she proudly accepted $10 from the
Atlantic Monthly when it was published in 1863. The poem, which Louisa
told her diary was her “best,” speaks of the strong effects Thoreau’s presence
exerted on those who knew him. But it also predicts his lasting influence on
us all—his enduring voice in our heads as we try to stay awake to each day,
his abiding reminder of the need to fight for social justice, his hope that we,
too, will speak a word for nature:
We sighing said, “Our Pan is dead;
His pipe hangs mute beside the river
Around it wistful sunbeams quiver,
But Music’s airy voice is fled.
Spring mourns as for untimely frost;
The bluebird chants a requiem;
The willow-blossom waits for him;
The Genius of the wood is lost.”
Then from the flute, untouched by hands,
There came a low, harmonious breath:
“For such as he there is no death;
His life the eternal life commands;
Above man’s aims his nature rose.
The wisdom of a just content
Made one small spot a continent
And turned to poetry life’s prose.
“Haunting the hills, the stream, the wild,
Swallow and aster, lake and pine,
To him grew human or divine,
Fit mates for this large-hearted child.
Such homage Nature ne’er forgets,
And yearly on the coverlid
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’Neath which her darling lieth hid
Will write his name in violets.
“To him no vain regrets belong
Whose soul, that finer instrument,
Gave to the world no poor lament,
But wood-notes ever sweet and strong.
O lonely friend! he still will be
A potent presence, though unseen,
Steadfast, sagacious, and serene;
Seek not for him—he is with thee.”

Bringing Wildness Home
When he left the woods, “because [he] had several more lives to live”
(“Conclusion,” Walden), Thoreau continued to engage in the hard work of
finding balance between the natural and civilized worlds and in the search for
ways to articulate how the former can enrich the latter—challenges he urged
us all to embrace. In his thinking and writing, Thoreau constantly connected
the two worlds. As Blair and Trowbridge note, he used “the facts and processes
of nature as a foundation for stating human truths.” For example, on his
deathbed, biographers have reported that Thoreau wrote, “The autumn leaves
teach us how to die.”1 And his description of the perfect landscape for living
in society remains a blueprint for conservationists and preservationists to
this day:
What are the natural features which make a township handsome? A river, with
its waterfalls and meadows, a lake, a hill, a cliff or individual rocks, a forest,
and ancient trees standing singly. Such things are beautiful. . . . If the inhabitants of a town were wise, they would seek to preserve such things; for such
things educate far more than any hired teachers or preachers, or any at present
recognized system of school education. (Journal, January 3, 1861)

Performers read this quotation at the funeral reenactment I attended. For one of the sources
that describe the deathbed writing, see Henry Thoreau: A Life of the Mind, by Robert D.
Richardson (University of California Press, 1988).

1
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In 2011, the Concord Land Conservation Trust began a campaign to purchase
an unprotected area of Gowing’s Swamp, located not far from Thoreau’s
birth house. Thoreau wrote of this area in his journal, in “Walking,” and
in Walden, calling it “remote and novel” and detailing the flora that could
be found in what is now known as “Thoreau’s Bog.” Much beauty has been
preserved in Concord in Thoreau’s name, but the tug he continues to exert
on our consciousness—and conscience—ensures that his lessons and legacy
will continue to extend far beyond the local. As Emerson said of Thoreau in
the eulogy,
I think his fancy for referring everything to the meridian of Concord did
not grow out of any ignorance or depreciation of other longitudes or latitudes, but was rather a playful expression of his conviction of the indifferency of all places, and that the best place for each is where he stands.

Over my years of living in Concord and walking in Thoreau’s footsteps, I
have come to appreciate more than anything else the importance he placed
on where he stood—with his family, his friends, and his community. The
Thoreau who grabs my attention is the man who helped fugitive slaves escape;
gave stirring lectures at the Lyceum; kept one chair for solitude, two for
friendship, and three for society; planted a garden at Concord’s Old Manse
to welcome the newly married Nathaniel and Sophia Hawthorne; and wrote
in his journal (1839), “There is no remedy for love but to love more.” One
reason I continue to work with the Thoreau Farm Trust at the birthplace is
my hope that the simple farmhouse where it all began will expand people’s
understanding of the genius and visionary who found in nature a bracing way
to live and a graceful way to die.

Lucille Daniel Stott is an English teacher at Concord Academy in Concord,
Massachusetts, and a former editor of Appalachia (2000–2006). She remains a
founding board member of the Thoreau Farm Trust.

For a list of Thoreau resources and the author’ references, see outdoors.org/appalachia
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Heart-berry
A modern woman rambles through a season with Thoreau
Kristen Laine
Most of us are still related to our native fields as the navigator to
undiscovered islands in the sea. . . . We can any afternoon discover a new
fruit there which will surprise us by its beauty or sweetness. So long as I
saw in my walks one or two kinds of berries whose names I did not know,
the proportion of the unknown seemed indefinitely, if not infinitely, great.
					
—Henry David Thoreau, Wild Fruits
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O

n a hazy afternoon just past the middle of June, the
heaviness of the air prophesying better than the calendar the start of
another summer, I steal away from our houseful of guests and from our
preparations for tonight’s party. In a few hours, our daughter and some of
her friends will celebrate their eighth-grade graduation. There will be cake,
music in the barn, and a bonfire, where the new high-schoolers will ceremonially burn math tests and English composition assignments. The flickering
light will seem to show them as the young adults they may become; then
they’ll wheel away to chase fireflies around the meadow.
Right now, I seek a respite from the relentlessness of the to-do list. I walk
across a dirt road and down into the field. Purple aster rises above the timothy
and foxtail grasses, which have not yet reached their full height. A question
had broken the surface of all that busyness—half-formed, but enough to
propel me out the door: Were the wild strawberries ripe?
A month ago, the fragrant white flowers of Fragaria virginiana, North
America’s wild strawberry, had blanketed the meadow. I’m surprised by how
hard I must now seek for their fruit. Thoreau wrote that the tiny, elusive
berries were “at first hard to detect amid the red lower leaves” of the wild
strawberry, “as if Nature meant thus to conceal the fruit, especially if your
mind is unprepared for it.” I stand still, feeling the warmth of the sun on my
neck, and scan the ground around me. I take in waxy yellow buttercups and
the delicate purples and blues of low-bush blueberries, still flowering. Red
leaves, already looking autumnal, lead me to a plant, its upper leaves still
green and lightly serrated. I lift the leaves but find no berries.
	I amble to a part of the meadow where the grasses grow less well in the
sandy soil. Sitting back on my heels rewards me with a new angle and my first
berry. It is tiny, smaller than the tip of my little finger, but round, red, and
ripe. I pull it gently from the hull and cup my hand around it. Before long,
I hold a small handful, the berries like jewels.
Do not think, then, that the fruits of New England are mean and insignificant while those of some foreign land are noble and memorable. Our own,
whatever they may be, are far more important to us than any others can be.
They educate us and fit us to live here. 		
								—Wild Fruits
Thoreau thought that nature meant to conceal the fruits of the wild strawberry.
Illustration © Abigail Rorer from Wild Fruits by H. D. Thoreau, W.W. Norton & Co., 2000
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In 1850, Henry David Thoreau was 32 years old and had 12 more years to
live. His first book, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, written as
a memorial to his brother John, had sold poorly. Ralph Waldo Emerson, his
friend and rival, had encouraged Thoreau to pay for the printing himself and
then given it a lukewarm review. Thoreau had announced a “forthcoming”
book, but it would be four more years before Walden, or Life in the Woods
made it into print. In debt, discouraged, Thoreau had moved back in with
his parents, into the third-floor attic of their Concord home. “I feel ripe for
something,” he wrote in his journal that September, “yet do nothing, can’t
discover what that thing is.”
To pay his creditors, Thoreau started a small surveying business, walking
the fields and forests of Concord and neighboring towns. As one who tired
easily of human companionship, he likely also walked for himself, simply to
secure a daily dose of solitude. He called his walking “sauntering.” Placing his
home at the center of a circle of 10-miles’ radius, he often covered 20 or 30
miles a day, avoiding roads and settlements.
Within the year, his rambles would lead him to “that thing,” the purpose
he sought: a deeper and more complete knowledge of his place in the world.
At a time when thousands of ambitious, curious seekers were embarking
on voyages of Olympian scope around the tip of South America, through
the Panamanian isthmus, or across North America—“Argonauts” in search
of California’s golden fleece—Henry David Thoreau stayed home. He sailed
forth on “the unexplored sea” of Concord, Massachusetts, determined to
understand the natural phenomena of his native land. He wrote detailed
observations of the sequences in which trees leafed out, plants flowered,
and fruits ripened; he followed the life cycles of turtles, frogs, and
other forest animals. He went beyond mere cataloguing to explore the
connections between sequences: how small ponds, created by spring rains
and snowmelt, became frog nurseries; how birds and squirrels dispersed seeds;
how wild berries sustained wildlife. The voyage would take him to the end
of his life.
Thoreau heeded Emerson’s exhortation to create an authentic American
voice; with Walden, he would contribute one of the country’s most lasting
pieces of literature. The work of Thoreau’s final decade was his attempt to
expand the American character by incorporating its native nature in the
national identity. He wanted his fellow citizens to take their lessons from
the land.
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When he died in May 1862, he left behind two unfinished works in almost
1,000 manuscript pages, Wild Fruits and The Dispersion of Seeds; more than
700 pages of notes and charts tracking a decade of nature in Concord; and
3,000 pages of notes on “aboriginal North America.” His journal entries alone
exceeded 2 million words.
Many scholars and critics—and even Thoreau’s friends—thought he
had chosen a poor way to spend his last dozen years. After Thoreau’s death,
Emerson wrote that Thoreau had been “born for great enterprise and for
command,” and regretted that “instead of engineering for all America, he
was the captain of a huckleberry party.” A century after his death, Thoreau’s
late works remained unpublished; few scholars tried to decipher his nearly
illegible handwriting and read what he had written.
I have met with but one or two persons in the course of my life who understood the art of Walking, that is, of taking walks, who had a genius, so to
speak, for sauntering; which word is beautifully derived “from idle people
who roved about the country, in the middle ages, and asked charity, under
pretence of going á la sainte terre”—to the holy land, till the children
exclaimed, “There goes a sainte-terrer,” a saunterer—a holy lander.
							
—“Walking,” 1851

Two months before the strawberries ripened, I decided that I would saunter
through a season, following Thoreau’s characteristically cheeky definition.
I would trace the arc of the passing weeks from spring to summer on my
home ground, a high, hummocky bench of land in the central highlands of
New Hampshire. My house would be the meridian, as Thoreau’s attic rooms
were his. I would travel away from and back to it, always by foot, always
alone. My only companion would be Thoreau himself—specifically the
middle-aged naturalist of his later writing.
	I started late in the morning on a warm, clear April day, happy for the
chance to get outdoors and cover some ground. In addition to the usual
day-trip essentials—extra clothing, water, food, map, and compass—
I packed an abridged version of Thoreau’s Journal from 1851, a nature guide,
a small notebook and pen, and a digital recorder. Thoreau carried a diary,
pencil, and pocket spyglass on his walks; eventually, he added a botanical
guide and an old music book for pressing plants, and built a “scaffold” inside
the crown of his hat to carry specimens.
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Thoreau spent hours observing the relatively unwild fields and woods of Concord.
Illustration © Abigail Rorer from Faith in a Seed by H. D. Thoreau, Island Press, 1993

I walked quickly through our meadow, skirted a wetland, and toiled uphill to
a ridge that afforded me a fine view of 3,155-foot Mount Cardigan. I recorded
observations here and there without stopping, noting how fast spring was
coming on. Listening to the recording later, I thought my breathing provided
an audible bass line to the list of what I had seen as I hiked: trout lily,
huff, ostrich and elephant ferns, huff, Cardigan’s bald summit, huff.
	I had the sudden sense that I had not been sauntering at all. Thoreau had
covered many more miles, but while taking his time, sometimes pausing to
sit for hours. I, on the other hand, had been rushing.
Thoreau may also have had to learn to slow down. His journal entries from
his early saunters, I noticed, sometimes amounted to little more than lists, too.
From April 26, 1851: “Gathered the May flower and cowslips yesterday—
and saw the houstonia violet. Saw a Dandelion in blossom.”
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I soon found myself observing when plants first blossomed and
leafed, and I followed it up early and late, far and near, several years
in succession, running to different sides of the town and into the
neighboring towns, often between 20 and 30 miles in a day.		
								 —“Walking”

I quarreled with Thoreau. He was a single man, solitary, who did not have to
work to put a roof over his head. I had a husband, children, bills to pay. I did
not have hours to “saunter” every day, even to the holy land.
	In my twenties, during a several-year period when I hiked and climbed all
over the continent, I hadn’t cared much for Thoreau. It seemed to me then
that the young men most likely to carry a tattered and heavily underlined
copy of Walden were those least comfortable and least competent in the
outdoors. His followers bent even more nails than he had. They made me
mistrust him.
Thoreau’s acolytes seemed to fix their gaze permanently back in time,
to some imagined simpler life. In that lamp-lit past, I likely wouldn’t have
survived my childbearing years; my ancestors toiled under conditions they
would flee at the first possible opportunity. Like their patron saint, Thoreau’s
lost boys didn’t seem to recognize the privileges of their class and gender. They
assumed that hands other than their own would make their meals and do
their laundry, that they could choose to work and choose what work they did,
and that they would always have a willing audience for their views.
Thoreau’s willful provincialism baffled me. He persisted in attaching himself to a part of the country that contained little wildness even when he was
alive. In college, I’d spent time at Walden Pond and its environs. Concord
and Lincoln had become manicured bedroom communities even in the 1970s,
zoned in 5-acre house lots; Walden had the look of a hard-used city park.
When I went west after graduation, staking my heart’s claim to its rougher
wilderness and eager to leave behind my own provincial past, I wondered if
underneath his philosophizing Thoreau had simply been afraid to leave what
he knew and had therefore made a virtue of not striking out for the territories.
	In Thoreau’s journals, women were diminished creatures. Could he have
imagined the expansive life I led as a young woman, rambling over mountain
ranges? Could I have imagined then that being tethered to home and family
would enrich my experience of the natural world? I feel a deeper—dare I say
more animal?—connection to nature for having experienced sexual passion
and mother-love. What would Thoreau say to that?
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At Heart-Leaf Pond the croaking frogs are in full blast. I saw many on the
surface . . . . Most utter a short croak . . . . Others use a peculiar squirming
and nasal variation hard to imitate . . . something like what what what what
spoken nasally. Then all will be silent.		
—Journal, April 8, 1854

I reframed my pact with Thoreau. I drew a circle around a smaller radius;
dropped the map, compass, and recorder; kept the nature guide and the
journal. “The naturalist accomplishes a great deal by patience, perhaps more
than by activity,” Thoreau wrote one April day while watching wood frogs.
When marriage brought me back to New England, at first I saw only the
smallness of its landscape. Its trees were runty, its ancient mountains eroded
to front-range height, leaving me longing for sweeping views of distant
ranges beyond. Ironically, it was one of the tiniest of the region’s creatures—
wood frogs, whose springtime exuberance gave me hope—that opened my
heart. They brought my gaze closer in, and helped me start seeing the nature
around me.
	In recent years, I had not heard the distinctive quacking croak of wood
frogs along our road. The town road agent had drained the roadsides
in his quest for dry passage. Spring moved ahead in lesser form without
their accompaniment. During winter snowshoes along the ridge, though,
I’d noticed a slight concavity beneath a stand of hemlocks and wondered
if it filled with wood frogs in the spring. I returned to the ridgeline again,
now with a destination and, I hoped, with an increasing store of patience.
I wouldn’t see frogs in late April, but perhaps I would see their eggs.
Even without a trail to follow, I recognized the route I used in winter.
I had my preferred pathways, I supposed, just like the deer whose trails I
intersected and sometimes followed. Their browse lines hemmed the hemlock. Even without the trails and the browse lines, the ticks told me I was
in deer country. I swiped them from my pants and shirt, glad I’d tucked my
pants into my socks.
A moist, leaf-matted oval the size of my day pack was all that remained
of the ephemeral pool, if indeed one had ever existed beneath the hemlocks.
Nearby, though, I found an abandoned prospect pit, a relic of a nineteenthcentury mica-mine boom in our town. I counted eight egg masses in its tannic
water. A black dot glistened at the center of each egg like a black pearl. They
matched the picture of wood-frog eggs in my nature guide. I was heartened
by the thought that I could return another spring and hear what Thoreau
called “the earliest voice of the pools.”
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The strawberry is our first edible fruit to ripen . . . .By the thirtieth of May I
notice the green fruit; and two or three days later, as I am walking, perhaps,
over the southerly slope of some dry and bare hill, or where there are bare
and sheltered spaces between the bushes, it occurs to me that strawberries
have possibly set; and looking carefully in the most favorable places, just
beneath the top of the hill, I discover the reddening fruit, and at length,
on the very driest and sunniest spot or brow, two or three berries which
I am forward to call ripe, though generally only their sunny cheek is red.
								 —Wild Fruits

Wild Fruits, one of Thoreau’s unfinished manuscripts, was finally edited and
published in its incomplete state in 2000. Until then, only small portions of
the manuscript, or indeed of Thoreau’s plans for his naturalist observations,
had been available to general readers.
The manuscript’s first expansive section discussed the wild strawberry.
In it, Thoreau claimed that only one in a hundred knew where to look for
early strawberries; I took that as a challenge. One morning in early May I
set out to ramble the meadows and open hillsides within my small radius
in search of them. I wasn’t trying for a summit, distance, or even exercise,
I reminded myself. I would go slowly, stop often, and notice.
Thoreau’s pleasure in the berries rises off the pages of Wild Fruits like
their “ineffable” fragrance when ripe. He dismisses the garden-grown variety,
“raised and sold by your excellent hard-fisted neighbor.” He sought the wild
berry, and a higher form of enjoyment, on dry hillsides—“but commonly
it is only a taste that we get hereabouts, and then proceed on our way with
reddened and fragrant fingers. . . .”
Wild Fruits makes the argument that we are, or we become, the product
of where we live as surely as do plants and animals. What we eat, the ground
we walk on, what we notice, or don’t, of our natural surroundings forms us.
If the process goes well, our interactions with the natural world “educate us
and fit us to live here.” If it doesn’t, our lives are stunted; we are either masters
or slaves, reduced to mere trade and no true pleasure.
	On that cloudless May morning, I discovered strawberries in bloom all
around me. Blossoms, each containing four spotless white petals around a
mounded yellow sun, covered the meadow across the road. They formed a
small carpet in the field next to the swamp. I even saw them in the woods
where perhaps enough sun reached them to set berries. I heard a faint noise
and turned to see a bee settle on one of the flowers.
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“The walker in this neighborhood does well if he gets two or three handfuls of this fruit in a year,” Thoreau wrote in Wild Fruits. I had discovered the
curve of my arc. I would end my season when the wild strawberries were ripe.
The recent rush to California and the attitude of the world, even of its
philosophers and prophets, in relation to it appears to me to reflect the
greatest disgrace on mankind. That so many are ready to get their living
by the lottery of gold-digging without contributing any value to society.
						
—Journal, February 2, 1852

Thoreau had not yet entered his naturalist period when news reached the East
Coast of the discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill in California. Over the following
years, he had nothing but harsh words for the hundreds of thousands who
rushed to the territory (so many people that it quickly became the 31st state).
He had already lived through great changes. The economic cataclysm
of the industrial revolution had been playing out for decades, gradually
transforming towns like Concord from agricultural to mercantile centers.
The first rail cars had steamed past Walden Pond in 1844. But Thoreau
seemed to have a premonition that the California Gold Rush presaged a
greater change in American identity and in the nation’s mythology. “Going
to California,” he groused in the February 1852 journal entry. “It is only
3,000 miles nearer to Hell.” Future scholars would point to the Gold Rush
as the moment after which the American dream incorporated get-rich-quick
schemes and gambles.
Thoreau had a complicated relationship with the mythology of his
country, even as he helped create it. He urged his fellow citizens not to take
their cues from the Old World. “In every part of Great Britain are discovered
traces of the Romans,” he wrote. “But New England, at least, is not based on
any Roman ruins. We have not to lay the foundations of our houses on the
ashes of a former civilization.” Instead, he looked west, to unspoiled Oregon
territory, but perhaps even more, he looked inward. “The future lies that way
to me,” wrote the man firmly planted in New England. “Eastward I go only
by force; but westward I go free.”
Looking west in that way, however, created an oddly paradoxical backward
glance. Even in his description of wild strawberries, native to the Americas,
Thoreau looked wistfully back at an earlier, Edenic New England, before the
colonists arrived. He compiled a mournful list of wild strawberry fields from
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that earlier time that would have filled “a good ship.” They are “the first blush
of a country,” he wrote, “its morning red, a sort of ambrosial food which
grows only on Olympian soil.”
I spend a considerable portion of my time observing the habits of the
wild animals, my brute neighbors. . . . But when I consider that the
nobler animals have been exterminated here,—the cougar, panther, lynx,
wolverene, wolf, bear, moose, deer, the beaver, the turkey, etc., etc.—I
cannot but feel as if I lived in a tamed, and, as it were, emasculated country. .
. . . Is it not a maimed and imperfect nature that I am conversant with? As if
I were to study a tribe of Indians that had lost all its warriors.
						
—Journal, March 23, 1856

I wonder what Thoreau would make of the reemergence of wild nature in
New England. The land in my part of New Hampshire is much more wild
than it was 150 years ago. Bear, bobcat, moose, beaver, and wild turkey thrive—
all animals whose absence Thoreau mourned in Concord’s woods. This spring
a bear was trapped in Brookline, 15 miles from Thoreau’s Concord.
	Still, I don’t mind not being prey. Rereading notes from my earlier ridge
walk, I came upon a short mention of hearing a chuff, the classic bear’s
warning sound. I had stopped, listened, quickly worked out the low probability
that I would cross paths with a bear—or come between a sow and her cubs—
in those woods, and moved on.
The comment jumped out at me because the year’s unnatural spring had
been an extraordinary one for human–bear interactions. Up and down our
road, bears had gotten into people’s garbage, nosed around on porches and in
garden sheds. An article about the Massachusetts bear said that it had a “July
appetite, but with June food sources,” and that the disruption drove it out of
its normal range.
My scribbled note caught me up short for another reason. One early
morning in June, an hour before daylight, I heard a clatter and discovered
a glossy-coated bear rooting through garbage barrels it had pulled out from
under what we’d thought was our carport’s bear-proof storage. Acting on
instinct, I stepped out the door to shoo the animal away and found myself
only two or three feet from it and suddenly aware of its size. The bear lowered
its big head, pushed its snout toward me, and chuffed. Unmistakably the
same sound I had heard in the woods.
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	I’m glad that wolves and grizzly bears have returned to parts of the
West and that the mountain lion population is rebounding, but glad, as
well, that here in New Hampshire my paths and theirs have no chance of
crossing as I go through my daily life. What I know of Henry David makes
me think he might have maintained a more principled line, continued
walking without companion or gun in woods where he could be mauled
or eaten. But he might not have entered them with the same ease I find
in the pages of his journals, the same comfort and joy. It’s possible he took
for granted, or undervalued, the benefits he gained in a detoothed and
declawed nature.
As we stand by the monument on the Battle-Ground, I see a white
pine dimly on the horizon just north of Lee’s Hill, at 5:30 p.m., its
upright stem and straight horizontal feathered branches, while at the
same time I hear a robin sing. Each enhances the other. That tree seems
the emblem of my life; it stands for the west, the wild.		
						
—Journal, April 21, 1852

Just south of our house, what looks like a single tree from a short distance
away is, on closer inspection, a pair of trees that have grown side by side at
the edge of the field. Their limbs overlap and quarrel, like twins whose
struggle for dominance continues into old age. From a naturalist’s perspective,
the trees are good examples of old-field succession, among 50 or so tall
white pines whose distinctive profiles—their, you might say, Thoreauvian
independence from regularity—we can pick out above the rest of the thirdgrowth forest.
	In the final decade of his life, Thoreau saw the last of New England’s
old-growth pine forests sent to the sawmill. Close to home, he had walked
through white pine groves and returned to them a year or two later to find a
farmer clearing stumps. Here and there, a solitary white pine would stand, as
Thoreau scholar Robert D. Richardson, Jr., wrote, “visible for miles around, a
giant with no companions left.”
	I found hundreds of strawberry plants in bloom under the trees’ awkwardly flung heavy limbs.
	In Gary Snyder’s collection of essays, Practice of the Wild, he imagined a
reversal of standard forest management, an “all-age unmanaged” community,
in which the oldest trees can “give up all sense of propriety and begin throwing
their limbs out in extravagant gestures,” become eccentric, laughing, ragged,
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fearless. Imagine, he wrote, if humans could remain standing after they died,
becoming snags, sheltering new growth: “We would hear news like, ‘Henry
David Thoreau finally toppled over.’”
This is the wild future I imagine for Thoreau. “The white pine bears seeds
sparingly, in cones that mature and open high on the tree,” Richardson wrote.
I would not be surprised if he thought of Thoreau as he wrote: “Although it
scatters less seed than most other pines, it does manage to propagate itself.”
What means this sense of lateness that so comes over one now,—as if the rest
of the year were down-hill, and if we had not performed anything before, we
should not now? The season of flowers or of promise may be said to be over,
and now is the season of fruits: but where is our fruit? . . . What have we
done with our talent? All nature prompts and reproves us. How early in the
year it begins to be late! It matters not by how little we have fallen behind; it
seems irretrievably late. The year is full of warnings of its shortness, as is life.
						
—Journal, August 17, 1853

Thoreau grappled with a question that all have after a certain age—all who
walk with it, who give themselves solitude to consider it: What will be the
fruits of my life?
	I look across the meadow, not quite ready to return to the to-do list
and the preparations for tonight’s graduation party. I started my sauntering
project already older than Thoreau was when he died. I share with him what
seems the universal human need to measure out one’s life in seasons. We
orient ourselves by seasons within the arc of a life, even though we can’t know
its exact span. How fully do we blossom in the spring of our lives? Do we bear
sufficient fruit? Are we prepared for death?
Thoreau wasn’t immune to the common sensation of middle age, of time
passing ever more rapidly. “Methinks my seasons revolve more slowly than
those of nature,” he wrote optimistically at age 34. “I am differently timed.”
Why should he mature, he asked, on the same time schedule as an apple tree,
or even an oak: “If my curve is large, why bend it to a smaller circle?”
	In later journal entries, though, he worried—poetically, allusively, but
worried all the same—that his “season of promise” would bear only small
fruit. For more than a century, it appeared that his fears were well founded.
“The scale on which his studies proceeded was so large as to require longevity,”
Emerson wrote in a eulogy. “It seems an injury that he should leave in the
midst of his broken task . . . . ”
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Thoreau believed enough in the work of his later years to set it on an
ambitious arc spanning several decades. One aspect of his genius lay in his
ability to explore complexity without needing to corral it. During his life
and for years after his death, botanists and biologists dismissed Thoreau’s
research because of his sloppy field identifications. But I think it possible that
he understood the limitations of taxonomic categories, the extent to which
they reflected the scientific fashion of the day, and found them ultimately
unimportant to his goals.
By tethering himself to a 10-mile radius of Concord, Thoreau could
aim for comprehensiveness. His detailed groundwork allowed him to quickly
grasp the significance of Charles Darwin’s theories of natural selection
and adaptation. Thoreau was among the first American naturalists to read
On the Origin of Species, after a friend brought a copy of the manuscript to
Concord on New Year’s Day 1860. Thoreau immediately applied Darwin’s
tropical research to his home ground and saw in operation there “a world of
continuous creation.”
More than 130 years after his death, the first part of Thoreau’s late work was
published as Faith in a Seed. Ethnobotanist and writer Gary Nabhan wrote in
the introduction to that book that Thoreau’s late work “clearly anticipate[d]
issues in plant population biology and coevolution that did not become fully
articulated in evolutionary ecology until the early 1970s.”
	In other words, science had only just caught up to Thoreau. His curve was
large, indeed.
The art of spending a day! If it is possible that we may be addressed, it behooves
us to be attentive. If by watching all day and all night, I may detect some trace
of the Ineffable, then will it not be worth the while to watch? . . . To watch for,
to describe, all the divine features which I detect in Nature. My profession is
to be always on the alert to find God in nature—to know his lurking places.
						
—Journal, September 7, 1851

I am humbled after spending a season with Thoreau. I no longer dismiss
him as the patron saint of lost boys. Instead, I call him the patron saint
of each day’s miracle and stand in awe of his endlessly replenishing joy
in nature.
Thoreau was ahead of his time in creating an American voice and in
creating an ecology of place. He was ahead of his time—outside time—
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in establishing the philosophy behind nonviolent civil disobedience. I think
he may still be out ahead of us in his understanding of the “divine features”
of nature. Thoreau unselfconsciously blended faith in nature, the divine, and
the self—faiths far more separated in our time. For him, all three faiths seem
to lead to the same destination. If we eventually understand that our human
sense of spirituality arises from the miracle of life on this planet, we will find
Thoreau already standing there, ready to shelter us.
He believed that by “learning the language of these fields,” we would
become people of this land. He asked, in language that reaches easily across
generations, What do we give our hearts to? How do we belong to the land
we live in? Where is the place we stand?
Through this spring, from ice-out to ripening strawberries, I have come
to a greater understanding of where I stand, and of where Thoreau stood. In
Wild Fruits, after writing that “the walker in this neighborhood”—no doubt
someone who looked a lot like Thoreau—“does well if he gets two or three
handfuls” of wild strawberries a year, he added, “But it is not so up-country
. . . A hundred miles north from here”—in New Hampshire—“you can hardly
believe with what vigor they grow and bear.”
Thoreau may have looked west conceptually for his American wilderness,
but when he visited wilder places, he traveled north, and often to New
Hampshire’s central highlands, my meridian. His native land was less wild,
but he found it wild enough to sustain him, and he celebrated it.
From him, I’ve learned to celebrate the land I stand on. It doesn’t approach
the lost aboriginal paradise Thoreau imagined. Nonetheless, after spending a
season with his words and ideas as my companions, it feels fresh to me, still
essentially untamed. It connects me to myself as the land around Concord
connected Thoreau to himself, and as the land we both belong to connects us
to what’s beyond us.
But it is not without some misgivings that we accept this gift. The middle
of June is past, and it is dry and hazy weather. . . . Even the birds sing
with less vigor and vivacity. The season of hope and promise is passed, and
already the season of small fruits has arrived. We are a little saddened because
we begin to see the interval between our hopes and their fulfillment. The
prospect of the heavens is taken away by the haze, and we are presented with
a few small berries.						
								 —Wild Fruits
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One day during the climbing season in which I was probably at the peak of
my abilities, though I didn’t know it at the time, a friend and I had to wait
for another party to finish a pitch above us. We waited on a ledge; to pass the
time she told me a short story, a Zen kōan.
A man was walking through a forest when a tiger began chasing him. He
ran with all his strength, but felt the tiger drawing ever nearer. The forest ended
abruptly at a cliff. As the man was considering whether to throw himself off
the cliff rather than let himself be eaten, he noticed a vine growing out of the
rock. He grabbed it and lowered himself down the steep face. Clinging to the
vine, he heard the tiger pacing above him. Listening more closely, he heard
gnawing sounds and looked to see two mice chewing through the vine. Out
of the corner of his eye, the man glimpsed a strawberry plant that had taken
root on the narrow ledge.
Listening on my ledge, I waited for the improbable self-rescue and
prepared an amused smirk for when it came. My friend finished the story:
Just as the vine gave way, the man reached out and plucked a single berry
from beneath its leaves. It was the sweetest strawberry he had ever tasted.
The ending—the entire story—shocked me, disturbed me. Why a story
about a man falling off a cliff, obviously to his death, when we were tethered
to vertical rock ourselves? Why give up his life for something so insignificant?
I hated the story, but I couldn’t forget it, either. For years, it would surface
unexpectedly, and I’d try to shake it off.
Reading Thoreau during strawberry season has brought the kōan back
to me. “Let us not call it by the mean name of strawberry because in
England they spread straw under their garden kinds,” he wrote in Wild Fruits.
“Better call it by the Indian name of heart-berry, for it is indeed a crimson
heart which we eat at the beginning of summer to make us brave for all the
rest of the year, as Nature is.”
The man who wrote that last sentence was not the same man who left
Walden. He had been changed by what he had seen, thought about, written,
done, and not done in the time after Walden. I have changed, too. Standing
there in the meadow with four berries in my hand, remembering the kōan, I
laugh. It’s all a fall off a cliff. What matters is the strawberry.
Drops of juice from the ripe berries tinge my palm red.
	Such a short season, and so sweet.
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You Have to Be Here
Teaching Thoreau in Concord
Sandy Stott
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T

here aren’t many rivers slower than the Sudbury as it
eases through Thoreau country on its way to meeting with the Assabet.
There, it becomes the Concord River, and it sidles through town and under
our revolutionary arch before ambling northeast to mate with the Merrimack.
A teacher of harried high school students, I like to think that our school-side
Sudbury’s waters cast a calming spell, and I take my students often to its
banks for reading and remove. It is also the place where I teach them how to
“invert your head,” following Henry Thoreau’s advice for readers in the center
of “The Ponds” chapter of Walden.
There they are in a line of eight along the muddy apron of the Sudbury;
they are facing me and their backs are to the river. “OK,” I say, “spread your
feet so your legs make a wide inverted V, then bend slowly forward so that
your head’s nearly touching the ground and you’re looking at the river’s surface through your legs; use your hands for balance. Now, hold it there and
watch the water.” A minute passes. I hear a few groans from the effort of holding this position; the unrippled water slips by. “Oooo, the world just flipped,”
says Kyra, and as if in chain reaction, others see it too—the water is the sky,
the sky the water. Or, as Thoreau writes a few pages later in Walden’s shortest
sentence: “Sky water.” Inversion has brought new perspective to a familiar
world, and that’s the point. A person who sees the world afresh is awake to
it and its possibilities, and at the outset of his book and in its second chapter,
Thoreau says he wrote Walden for this purpose: “I do not propose to write an
ode to dejection, but to brag as lustily as chanticleer in the morning, standing
on his roost, if only to wake my neighbors up.”
A Teacher’s Journal : September 29, 2011. The day breaks clear—
instead of the rainy forecast—and by the time we reach our 10:15 class, the
morning’s perfect with a temperature around 70 and high blue sky; a light
breeze filters in from the northeast. First, we go to the back steps of the
school’s wooden chapel overlooking the Sudbury River’s floodplain, and then
we cast off in Walden’s chapter, “Sounds,” considering the first paragraph’s
transition from the linear tunneling of the chapter “Reading” and the indicative semicolon in paragraph number 2’s first sentence: “I did not read books
the first summer; I hoed beans.” Here, after a chapter celebrating reading in
all its difficulties, Thoreau’s punctuation draws an eye-catching equivalency
A Concord Academy student tries to “invert his head,” which Thoreau often did, during
a morning trip to Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts. SANDY STOTT
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between reading and hoeing beans. “Why is he busy undercutting his earlier
words?” I ask. Already, these 100-odd pages into the book, students have
grown amused, weary, vexed, perplexed, and certainly used to Thoreau’s habit
of unsettling his reader by biting the hand that has just written, or the finger
that has just pointed, his own. A number of brows wrinkle; a few hands go up.
“He seems to be saying, ‘There’s more to it,’ to life, I mean,” says Scott.
“It’s not just sitting and reading about it, following a line of words. It’s also
working, hoeing along a line of beans.” They are keen readers, I think, as they
explore the similarities between a row of words and one of beans. They would,
as Thoreau writes he would, “know beans.”
Then, I ask them to pair off to review and figure out the eight-page
section on the train (whose new Fitchburg line passed the pond first in
1844 and continues to do so today), and, after ten minutes of that work, we
look at the section. Adam gets at its heart by going first to the conditional
thrust of the five “ifs” that appear in rapid succession and speculating that
Thoreau sees possibility in the train even as he sees it also as symbol of the
industrial revolution’s exploitations and its sleep-inducing repetitions of
work and consumption. We bounce back and forth among passages, and
students decipher the mix of heroic possibility and the likelihood that the
train’s probing iron snout will create carloads of passive followers—that it
anticipates the glazed look of the modern commuter. Not to mention those
who must serve the train—Thoreau likens them to “sleepers,” punning on the
term for railroad ties, and points out that the train must run over them.
Early in the section Thoreau also compares the train’s whistle to a hawk’s
elongated scree when it calls, and I note that a couple of red-tailed hawks live
in our area, and that Thoreau’s description seems to me typically precise. As
if on cue, a red-tailed hawk appears above the field, circling slowly, searching
for a thermal, and we watch it. As it rises, the hawk issues its call, its “train
whistle,” and I hear a murmur of wonder around me; then another red-tail
joins the first. Our eyes on the sky as both hawks lift higher, we spot a V of
geese, a large one up high, perhaps 50 birds, and they are flying from the
northwest toward the southeast; they are tiny at that height. Almost directly
above, they seem to pause, the V breaks, and winged chaos ensues; then the V
reforms as a U and they fly off to the west. I’ve never seen this scramble and
redirection of geese; we wonder aloud about the break-up and reformation.
Students then spot as many as four hawks at different altitudes, and during
the next five minutes, we simply watch the show in the air.
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This is the view Sandy Stott’s students saw after “inverting their heads” at the waterline
of Walden Pond: not the old sky, but a new one. SANDY STOTT

These minutes of looking up give weight to the common phrase, “You had
to be there.” Yes, to witness, to know the world’s tiny, daily miracles, you have
to be here.

What Are We Doing?
What are we—an English class at an academically intense independent
school—doing outside inverting our heads or reading the sky-script of hawks
and geese instead of bending to our texts in our fluorescent, indoor box,
Room 121, this year? Why are we not preparing for Tests, those lockkeepers
out there along the dug canals and pathways of the “real” world?
Well, for starters, we are answering Ralph Waldo Emerson’s question. At
the opening of his signal 1836 essay, “Nature,” Emerson asks, “Why should not
we also enjoy original relations with the universe?” For a 19-year-old David
Henry Thoreau (he would soon effect modest self-invention and reverse his
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first two names), this question made sense; in fact, it could serve as the mission of his lifetime. And, as I’ve cast and recast this course over years of teaching Thoreau’s work, I’ve settled on having each student aim at a three-month
answer to it. Not old words, but new words; not old experience, but new; not
the old sky, but a new one. Every day.
That raises a question, one my students and I ask each other
in varying forms: Given original relations and their freedom from received
vision and wisdom, what then? We go out with this freedom for what? Thoreau wrestles with this question throughout his work, saying at one point,
“Don’t just be good; be good for something.”
Although this second question arrives early in the semester, as the term
ages, we return to it, especially when we reach the end of Thoreau’s Walden
“experiment” (he is insistent on using this word in its scientific fullness;
Walden itself can be read as a sort of poetic lab report). We next consider his
landmark essay, “On Civil Disobedience.”
Early in Walden, Thoreau launches a startling comparison: “It is hard to
have a southern overseer; it is worse to have a northern one; but worst of
all when you are the slave-driver of yourself.” I read this aloud and look out
over the class. They have all taken a required and demanding United States
history class; they are versed in the long nightmare of slavery and its ongoing
effect on relations in our country. Many have read Thoreau’s contemporary,
Frederick Douglass, and his story of self-liberation, first from illiteracy and
then from his southern overseer. “What do you think of that?” I ask.
“Pretty easy to say for a free white man who gets to go home for dinner whenever he wants,” says Percy, giving summary voice to generations of
readers nettled by Thoreau’s finger-pointing and crowing and what seems to
them posing. But here we are at the heart of Thoreau’s moral universe, and
in “Civil Disobedience,” he works to answer Percy’s charge. What should he,
a free white man, do in his era, when he saw slavery as its primary metaphor
and evil? His answer is complex, and we wrestle with its various reasonings
as we read his essay that has rippled beneath and through protest and change
movements around the world. “So different,” says Charlotte of the writing.
“Where’s the nature, the pond looking back at him, the friendly pine needles,
the neighborhood animals and misfits?”
“It’s true,” I think and say. “The language of ‘Civil Disobedience’ is moral
and mechanical. Let’s look at his advice about response to society’s machinery
when it turns unjustly.” We turn to a midpoint in the essay, and Tessa reads
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aloud: “If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of
government, let it go, let it go: perchance it will wear smooth—certainly the
machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or a pulley, or a rope, or a
crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps you may consider whether the remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires
you to be the agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your
life be a counterfriction to stop the machine.”
“What would that look like?” I ask in the quiet that follows.
“Heat and pain,” says Adam, and physics students chime in with friction’s
characteristics, describing the burn of being rubbed the wrong way, or, at
length, any way at all. Although Thoreau was facile with machinery—see his
family’s pencil business and Thoreau’s improvements to it—he did not love
its promise as central to whatever improvements or revolutions might better
people and this world. For that hope, he turned to the individual. And part
of Thoreau’s appeal to high school students is their kindred feeling that they,
with their questions and insights, should be and are counterfriction to the
machine of the societies they will inherit.
“Our whole life is startlingly moral,” Thoreau writes in the “Higher Laws”
chapter of Walden, and once you are awake to this perception, prodded
perhaps by the insistent finger of his prose, life gets complicated. I look out
over my classroom, full of both privilege and promise. Bent to their books,
bowed some by the work of becoming, they are, even in their wearied states,
inspiring. Like Thoreau, I have put much of my faith in a better world in the
“I” each one represents.
The tale goes—apocryphal or not—that when Walden went off to press,
the printer wrote back and said he was delayed because he had run out of the
slug for “I.”1 Early in Walden Thoreau writes, “I should not talk about myself
if there were any body else whom I knew as well. . . . Moreover I, on my
side, require of every writer, first or last, a simple and sincere account of
his own life . . . some such account as he would send to his kindred from a
distant land.”
From his land distant now in time and 1½ miles from Concord center,
Thoreau sent his insistent letter, and, as we reach its end and I read my
students’ writing, some of it in the form of return letters, I see that many have
In Thoreau’s day, printers had to set each page’s content by laboriously lining up the little
metal representations (slugs) of each letter for each word of the text before those slugs could be
inked and the page then printed on paper.

1
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taken Walden personally and have begun “original relations” with it. Kate
begins her letter this way:
After some reflection I am beginning to think, or rather hope, that in fact
high school for me will perhaps be the most parallel to Thoreau’s experience
at Walden. I do not wish to act so selfishly for the rest of my life as I have
now. But I do believe that Concord Academy has provided me with time to
“experiment” and discover and deepen what I believe. After some thinking,
I have decided the most Thoreauvian aspect of my life is dancing.

And Kate then argues for the “genuine” nature of individual expression in
dance, and, across distance, it’s clear that she too roots faith in the individual.
The man who played the flute over Walden Pond’s midnight waters and
reveled in daily walking, who was in his friend Emerson’s mind a descendant
of Pan, would approve, I think.
	It is now November, and we are in the land of little, slanting light; in the
fawn-colored cold, we go again to the water. This water is cupped by small
hills, and, even given each summer’s riot of beach-going pilgrims, it is still
transparent and the home of the many colors Thoreau saw. Walden Pond
draws seekers still (an estimated 500,000 per year), and so we approach it
before the state reservation’s official morning opening, when we will—except
for a few cross-pond swimmers—be the only ones there.
We’re off early and at the pond just after 7 a.m.; we trek out to the house
site, visit its now imaginary space into which we fit standing 33 people, with
room for a few more if they were here. We consider the “arrowy” pines from
which Thoreau fashioned his house and the way the land tips toward the
pond. We look at the forest succession and recall Thoreau’s insights about
how the world becomes itself. Here’s where our 27-year-old writer arrived to
figure out what to do with his life; in the 17 years Henry Thoreau had left, he
surely did a lot.
Then, we disperse for 15-minute solos that, despite their brevity, seem to
spread an uncanny calm through our crew. From a point near Thoreau’s cove,
I can see most of them, backed by white pines, facing the water and washed
in the just-risen sun’s light. Only the murmur of traffic from nearby Route 2
offers modern disturbance to the scene. Until the train announces itself with
a barnyard-type bleating, and it is as if its engine has arrived from the deep
past. It hurries by, and then, as we must, we head back to the east beach.
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There, Adam and Scott strip off clothes and hurl themselves in. Others “invert
their heads,” and watch the tendrils of water-fog twist over the surface of what
is now the sky. Immersion, new perspectives, original relations.
Fittingly, right after we drive back to school, one of our pondside
number stands before the whole school and gives his fifteen-minute senior
talk—one student talking, 400 of us listening. There is faith in “I.”

Sandy Stott is an English teacher at Concord Academy. He edited Appalachia
from 1989 through 1999.
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Otherworldly Accidents
The ghost of a literary pilgrim
Parkman Howe
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F

ifteen years ago I discovered that one of my students
at Concord Academy—where I teach literature—lived in the house in
which Henry David Thoreau had died. In the fall of the school year, I made
a succession of appointments with him to view the house on Main Street,
but events always intervened. Finally, we settled on a date in early May. As I
crossed Main Street from the school campus and walked the short distance
to the house, I suddenly realized we had accidentally but perhaps fortuitously
chosen May 6, the day on which Thoreau had died in 1862 at precisely 9 in
the morning.
The house itself occupies a central position in Transcendental Concord,
Massachusetts. Thoreau’s father bought the yellow colonial frame house for
$1,450 in 1849 (29 years after Josia Davis built it). Henry David Thoreau
himself helped the carpenter, Nathan Hosmer, refurbish the house: They
put in new doors, new fireplaces, new glass in windows, a new sink, and
new roof shingles. They also attached a nearby barn to the house for the
family graphite pencil business. Later, they added a shed from their previous
house near the train station. They also raised the rooms to make them more
uniform: nine-foot high rooms downstairs, eight-foot high rooms upstairs.
Furthermore, the front windows facing the street have an unusual feature:
they begin at floor level and ascend almost to the ceiling, flooding the parlor
rooms on either side of the front door with light. Here in the late winter of
1857 Thoreau had spent an afternoon in conversation with the abolitionist
John Brown. Emerson had dropped by for an introduction. Such things
happened in Concord then. Later, Louisa May Alcott helped her sister buy
the house; here in 1886 Louisa May wrote Jo’s Boys, the sequel to Little Women.
Various members of the Alcott family died here, though not Louisa May.
When we entered the house, the rest of my student’s family happened
to be out, and we were alone. We toured a recently renovated barn and new
kitchen that looked out on the enclosed backyard and brick foundations of
what had once been the attached shed for the Thoreau lead operation. As we
crossed into the original part of the house that fronts Main Street, interior
lighting grew dim; little was square or plumb. We climbed the front stairs. I
later heard a vague story that previous owners of the house had seen Henry’s
ghost walking up the stairs. To my mind, such tales pale in comparison to an
appreciation of the animating spirit of the writer himself. Thoreau had set up
his own living quarters on the third floor, as Walter Harding describes in the
Thoreau died in the parlor of this house in central Concord, Massachusetts.

PARKMAN HOWE
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biography The Days of Henry Thoreau: “The finished attic of the main portion
of the house, with an open stairway coming up into the center of the room,
sloping ceilings, and windows at both ends.” Dormer windows have since
been added, and the original roof-length, open design has been divided into
several smaller rooms. But the monastic feel of whitewashed, sloping walls
where Thoreau had established his bedroom study still obtained.
We descended to the first-floor parlor with its fireplace. Thoreau’s cane
bed, used at Walden, had been brought down here once the invalid was
too weak to climb the stairs. As we studied the room, I became aware of a
grandfather clock in the corner. A lovely old piece, it had the usual hour and
minute hands, but also a small dial just above the central face for a second
hand. We both noticed the clock had stopped, apparently a number of
days ago: the minute and second hands pointing upright together, precisely
at the 12 position; the hour hand directly at the 9 position: exactly, to
the second, when the 44-year-old naturalist and writer had expired.
“Time is but the stream I go a-fishing in,” Thoreau wrote at the end of
“Where I Lived, and What I Lived For” in Walden. “Its thin current slides
away, but eternity remains.”

II
Coincidences and Thoreau go hand in hand in Concord. Inspired by the
gathering of Thoreau devotees to mark the 100th anniversary of the naturalist’s
move to his pond-side house, local resident Roland Wells Robbins began a
quest to find the exact site of the structure. Working throughout the summer
and into the fall of 1945, Robbins unearthed bits of glass and brick, together
with hand-forged nails, near the memorial cairn of stones begun by Bronson
Alcott in 1872. On October 28, Robbins struck a lump of plaster beneath the
stump of a white pine. Just at this moment of elated discovery, two servicemen
interrupted Robbins, one of whom identified himself as Sergeant Henry
David Thoreau, Jr., of Altadena, California, a distant relative of Concord’s
Thoreau family. Two weeks later, on November 12, 1945, Robbins uncovered
the chimney foundation, as he describes in his pamphlet, Discovery at Walden
(Barnstead & Son, 1947):
Henry Thoreau wrote in his 1845 Journal, “Left house on account of
plastering, Wednesday, November 12th, at night, returned Saturday, December
6th.” One hundred years to the day the Walden house was finished (for its
46 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2013_PRESSPROOF_11.6.indd 46

11/6/12 5:19 PM

construction was not completed until it was plastered) its chimney foundation
was brought to light.

Robbins calls the appearance of Henry David Thoreau, Jr., a “colossal
coincidence,” and the day of the discovery of the chimney foundation an
“extraordinary coincidence,” words that downplay the events’ transcendental
significance.
Thoreau’s spirit lives on in Concord so powerfully because there is so much
more of Thoreau to find. Thoreau was born in Concord, lived in Concord,
and died in Concord. Indeed, his birthplace has been restored and preserved
as a historic site and gathering place. His family occupied nine dwellings,
many of them still standing, several central to Concord’s character and image.
These include the Colonial Inn on Monument Square, where the family lived
from 1835 to 1837. The inn has one room in which a few guests claim to have
seen ghostly figures in the small hours of the night. Inevitably, some have
suggested the ghost is Thoreau, although Thoreau himself was away at college
when the family occupied the building. Thoreau famously rang the bell of the
stately First Parish Church in 1844 to gather citizens to hear Emerson’s first
antislavery address. In the spring of 1862, Emerson insisted that Thoreau’s
funeral take place here. The house on Main Street where Thoreau died on
May 6, 1862, bears a small plaque to commemorate that event.
Concord’s first families of the 19th century have gradually given way to
newer families who have largely benefited from the region’s high-tech boom
of the 20th and 21st centuries. Still, strict development laws and 2-acre
zoning have preserved much of the downtown, the historic houses, and the
surrounding meadows and fields. Even Walden Pond and its surrounding
woods have been set aside, almost miraculously, by individuals animated
by Thoreau’s writing and spirit of preservation of the wild. Henry would
recognize his Concord today. The Thoreau Institute near Walden Pond
and the Thoreau Society, currently housed in the Thoreau Birthplace, keep
Thoreau scholarship and interests actively before the public. Thoreau’s
example at Walden Pond continues to stir controversy, even as it did in the
day of the “hermit of Walden.” Writers looking for an easy polemic still
occasionally mock Thoreau’s frequent visits to the comforts of the town
during his “experiment” at the pond. As recently as the 1990s, one official
in the Concord Visitor Center described Thoreau as a “kook” who lived near
a “mud hole.” Thoreau and Concord will be forever wedded, even if in an
argumentative marriage.
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III
On April 29, 2012, the First Parish Church in Concord held a commemorative service to mark the 150th anniversary of Thoreau’s death and funeral
held in the church. Parishioners and Thoreau scholars and fans gathered to
read passages from his works, as well as Emerson’s eulogy. A reception at the
Wright Tavern next door followed, then a walk to Thoreau’s grave in Sleepy
Hollow Cemetery.
	On the actual day of the 150th anniversary of Thoreau’s death, May 6,
2012, I arrived opposite the house where the writer had passed away, at a
little before 9 a.m. I fully expected to meet other Thoreauvians also marking
the event. I was mildly surprised to find myself alone on this lovely, sunny
Sunday morning with only a few cars in the broad street. The tarnished
plaque commemorating the event remained discretely on the lower left
clapboards of the house. The original section of the house, still painted yellow,
stood forward with its black center door and porch supported by two white
columns. The two windows on either side, extending right to the floorboards
within, remained dark and blank, framed on the inside by white curtains, on
the outside by black louvered shutters. In front of the right-hand window
(viewed from the street), where Thoreau died, a lilac branch arched across the
panes, its white flowers in full bloom. Thoreau’s old friend Edmund Hosmer
had spent the last night with him in this parlor room. When he left early in
the morning of May 6, Thoreau’s mother, Aunt Louisa, and sister Sophia
attended him. Sophia read from A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers.
At 8 a.m., he asked to be elevated in his cane bed. His last spoken sentence
contained only two distinct words, “Moose . . . Indian.” One hundred fifty
years later, I heard the bells of the First Parish Church toll 9 o’clock.
Meanwhile, at Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, Thoreau scholar, interpreter,
and impersonator Richard Smith had gathered a few friends at Thoreau’s
grave to mark the occasion by reading the last three paragraphs of Thoreau’s
essay, “Walking,” published in the Atlantic Monthly shortly after his death.
The essay closes with a recollected saunter in November, in a meadow “the
source of a small brook, when the sun at last, just before setting, after a cold,
gray day, reached a clear stratum in the horizon, and the softest, brightest
morning sunlight fell on the dry grass and on the stems of the trees in the
opposite horizon and on the leaves of the shrub oaks on the hillside. . . .”
Characteristically, Thoreau beholds in that sunset a sunrise, in the autumn a
spring, in the unique, perishable moment an eternity of evenings. The essay
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ends, “So we saunter toward the Holy Land, till one day the sun shall shine
more brightly than ever he has done, shall perchance shine into our minds
and hearts, and light up our whole lives with a great awakening light, as warm
and serene and golden as on a bankside in autumn.” Coincidentally, as Smith
began the reading, a light gust of wind sprang up among the pines and oaks
of Author’s Ridge, and continued throughout the reading, then died at the
conclusion into stillness.

Parkman Howe is a teacher at Concord Academy and the longtime poetry editor
of Appalachia.
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Easter on Walden Pond
An aspiring naturalist and her toddler sidekick
look for signs of spring
Heather Stephenson
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L

ast Easter, I decided to take my toddler on an adventure.
No basket filled with fake grass and chocolate bunnies for her. We would
keep the Sabbath Emily Dickinson–style, in the natural world. We would
visit Walden Pond.
Going to Walden is not, for us, the pilgrimage it is for many visitors.
As a local, I mostly think of Walden Pond as a swimming beach with a short
loop hike around the shore, although the history of Henry David Thoreau’s
sojourn there always comes to mind when I walk past the replica of his cabin
in the parking lot. The trail, just 1.7 miles, circles the kettle-hole pond so
gently that I walked the full loop the afternoon before my daughter was
born, carrying the extra 30 pounds that came with pregnancy. That autumn
day, the midwives had wanted to induce labor—my baby was nearly a week
past due—but instead I asked for 24 hours and headed to Concord with
my husband.
	I don’t dwell on this history with my girl (let’s call her Hazel, after her
eyes). She is 2½ now and plays pregnant by stuffing a teddy bear in her shirt.
To prepare for our outing, I pack some of my mother-in-law’s raisinstudded Easter bread, water bottles, and a diaper bag. Meanwhile, my
husband pulls out his bike shorts and jersey. He’s planning to cycle on the bike
path to Bedford, Massachusetts, about twelve miles away, as I drive from our
apartment in Somerville to Concord, a similar distance in the same direction.
It’s our family’s parallel of the children’s book Henry Hikes to Fitchburg. In that
tale, based on a real remark by Thoreau, a bear named Henry enjoys a long
day’s walk through fields and streams, swimming and sketching on his way to
Fitchburg, while his friend works in town to earn the money for train fare to
meet him. Henry gets there a little later, but only because he stops to pick berries.
Hazel doesn’t seem to understand the bigger message of the story yet, but she
likes the scene where the honeybees chase Henry and he dives into a pond,
his hat flying.
My husband, like Henry, will power his own journey today, while Hazel
and I will take the faster car, which like the train of the storybook is more
expensive and more damaging to the environment. As a parent, I’m not
thinking about self-reliance, though, or even carbon footprints, as much as
I’m working around our preschooler’s schedule. The long ride to Concord
and back in a bike trailer wouldn’t be much fun for Hazel, and she’d likely
fall asleep, which would ruin naptime. The trip is also about my desire:

The author’s daughter perches on the cairn near the Thoreau cabin site.

HEATHER STEPHENSON
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The small parks in our densely packed urban neighborhood, while terrific for
close-to-home outings on weekdays, don’t fulfill my yearning for more time
in the woods. So into the car I go with Hazel most weekends, trying to get
away from urban congestion by the quickest method possible. Sometimes my
husband travels with us in the car, his bicycle on top, and then rides the rural
roads; sometimes he bikes from home and meets us in the western suburbs.
But often, we travel in parallel loops, only to meet again back home for lunch,
as we will today.
	I chose Walden because I’ve been reading about spring wildflowers
and climate change. In response to warming temperatures, nonnative and
invasive flowers are blooming earlier and crowding out less adaptable native
plants in Concord, according to research that draws in part on Thoreau’s
meticulous observations from more than 150 years ago. The mean annual
temperature in the town has increased by more than 4 degrees Fahrenheit
since his day, causing some plants to shift their flowering time by as much
as three weeks. The head start helps newcomers like purple loosestrife thrive,
while beloved species like lilies, orchids, and dogwoods have been hit hard. I
grew up in a suburb of Albany, New York, where flowers were simply divided
between the desirable (like the tulips blooming in massive swaths in an annual
city festival) and the undesirable (the dandelions in our front lawn), so I’ve
never had a strong handle on what is native to our region. But I’ve been
learning about red trillium, bloodroot, and trout lily, and I’m hungry to
know more.
When I park near the Walden Pond visitor center, I’m disappointed to see
a tulip in front (native range from southern Europe east to the northwestern
parts of China, I now know). But I stuff a simple flower checklist from
the Appalachian Mountain Club’s Flower Watch program into my pack and
remember to wait as Hazel clambers out of her car seat herself. (“I want to
do it,” she says indignantly, whenever I forget and start to lift her.) Holding
hands, we cross the street and hike down past the empty beach to the path
at the water’s edge. Two people in a shiny silver boat, their fishing lines
dangling, drift on the pond, which didn’t have many fish in Thoreau’s
day and is now stocked annually. From the looks of them, I’d guess these
two won’t care if they don’t catch a thing. The morning is cool, unlike
the record-breaking heat the month before. Two swimmers in black
wetsuits paddle toward the opposite shore, their voices carrying aimlessly
over the water toward us. Hazel briefly lets go of my hand, taking
the lead.
52 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2013_PRESSPROOF_11.6.indd 52

11/6/12 5:19 PM

Flower Watch gathers reports from hikers and other amateurs about
blooming times of native plants in the Northeast, which can provide insights
into larger changes in our environment over time. This morning, I don’t have
ambitions to provide such official data. Unlike Thoreau, I have no ambitions
to record anything. I am hoping to spot some flowers, certainly. But my
bottom-line goal is simpler: to get my daughter and myself down the trail.
Luck does not seem to be with me. A swarm of mosquitoes greets us
almost as soon as we hit the path, and Hazel turns and buries her head in my
legs, sticking like a burr.
“Let’s put the pinecones to bed,” I suggest in my cheeriest voice,
surreptitiously swatting. “Do you remember the stone wall?”
	I manage to get her to a part of the path we loved last summer, where stone
niches in a wall serve as bunk beds for whatever we pick up. The stratagem
works, for a while. But the hungry mosquitoes, out surprisingly early because
of the warm winter, are distracting both of us.
“Hold me,” Hazel wails, reaching to be picked up. I rue having left the
child carrier, and the insect repellent, at home.
“Let’s put your mittens on,” I suggest, and she submits, just to keep the
bugs off her hands.
	I try running. I try talking about the swimmers, the boaters. I look
desperately for flowers. Where are they? Are they already gone because of the
warm winter? I spot something that looks just like a shriveled dandelion, but
I don’t stop to make a better identification. At last, I lift my daughter in my
arms. She weighs only about 30 pounds, I tell myself. I’ve done that before.
I walk quickly, trying to leave the insects behind.
	Something about the moment reminds me of my own parents, paddling a
canoe across an Adirondack lake in a rainstorm, trying to make shore before
the thunder closed in. My brother and I and our camping gear were all in that
one canoe, and the waves lapped high on the gunwales. Our parents got quiet
and moved fast, the way parents do in the face of danger, trying to seem calm.
	Of course, the Walden Pond mosquitoes are just a nuisance, but I’m
being stubborn about not turning back. Just as I think my arms may give out,
we make it to the bridge before the clearing where Thoreau’s cabin once
stood. The bugs seem to be gone. When we get to the cairn of rocks that
visitors have left at the site, Hazel happily pulls her mittens off and devours
her Easter bread.
A tourist stops to snap photos. “I remember it all from high school,” he
remarks, not waiting for a response.
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“I want more,” Hazel announces. I give her milk.
	She and I walk into the space that was once the cabin, which is about the
size of her bedroom. We talk about where the fireplace and chimney were,
and how Thoreau chose a good spot far enough from the water to avoid the
bugs. I describe how he used to clean his house by moving all the furniture
out, sweeping the floor, and moving everything back in. How difficult that
would be for me and my husband, though we imagine we live simply. Some
day perhaps Hazel will challenge us to hew closer to Thoreau’s ideals. Some
day perhaps she will understand how coming here instead of checking into
the hospital when she was not quite ready to be born reflected a streak of
independent thinking encouraged by Thoreau. Perhaps she will want to
debate the merits of “natural” childbirth (which turned out well for us) or
civil disobedience, or she will ask me about transcendentalism. But now she
is impatient. “Let’s go,” she says, tugging my hand.
As we cross the bridge heading back, Hazel spots a ridge trail that is new
to both of us and suggests we take it. Perhaps her love of exploring draws her
there, but I think she has learned already that being up on the hill will shield
us from the mosquitoes. In any case, it does. It also gives us a great view of
a turtle sunning on a log some 40 feet below and, later, of a woodpecker
tapping one of the trees. My earlier feeling of annoyed perseverance dissipates.
I relax into something like reverence, or maybe just reverie. Perhaps this is
what Dickinson means when she writes that instead of getting to heaven
at last, she favors going all along. My flower identification guide stays in
my backpack. The only flowers I spot near the trail seem to have already
completed their blooming cycle, even though it’s early April.
“Do you see that one?” I ask my daughter, squatting down near a tiny
shriveled bloom. “It’s dried up.”
“It’s like an apple ring,” she declares.
	I can’t identify the flower, but that doesn’t bother me. I haven’t advanced
science one jot this morning, but it sure beat searching for trinkets in plastic
eggs. “What shall we tell Dad about our trip?” I ask Hazel as we approach
the car.
“There were a lot of bugs,” she says. “Can you sit in the back with me?”

Heather Stephenson blogs about children and nature at Great Kids,
Great Outdoors (greatkids.outdoors.org). She was the publisher at the Appalachian
Mountain Club from 2007 through 2012.
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Mount Rainier
A presence over valleys and high
ridges, an unseen pebble skipping
Mowich Lake. Cap clouds over the mountain
remain the spring of legends, capture
the eye for miles. When the clouds descend,
a wall of mist deceives, a magician’s
empty hand. Permanent snowfields,
glacier caves dissolve; massive cedars,
acres of avalanche lilies
vanish in wind. When the mountain
disappears, a fire in the cloud heart
still burns.
Kay Mullen

Kay Mullen’s work has appeared in numerous journals and anthologies, most
recently the anthology Becoming: What Makes a Woman (Jill McCabe Johnson, editor,
University of Nebraska–Lincoln Gender Programs, 2012). Kay has three full-length
poetry collections, Let Morning Begin (Caritas Communications, 2001), A Long
Remembering: Return to Vietnam (Foothills Publishing, 2006), and her most recent
book, Even the Stones (Caritas Communications, 2012). Kay received an MFA degree
from Pacific Lutheran University.
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Thoreau on Monadnock
A philosopher naturalist’s observations on geology
Peter J. Thompson
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H

enry David Thoreau visited Mount Monadnock on four
occasions: a solo overnight on the summit in 1844, a one-day jaunt in
1852, and more extended stays in 1858 and 1860. He recounted in his Journal
how he heard from a Peterborough, New Hampshire, man about the great
fires that destroyed the forest and soils on Monadnock around 1800. The settlers had set fire to brush piles around the foot of the mountain to drive out
wolves, and when the fire got away from them, the whole summit went up in
flames. Thus, the treeline was artificially lowered, producing one of the largest exposures of continuous bedrock in New England. Thoreau wrote, “but
what a study for rocks does this mountaintop afford!”
Thoreau made copious notes on the trees and plant communities of
Monadnock—his interest and training in botany clearly outshone his geological background. He observed that the plants on the summit are suited to
arctic conditions, “conditions as in the north of Maine and in the fur countries.” He wrote that the juncos nesting on Monadnock had “discerned arctic
isles sprinkled in our southern skies.” Monadnock was already a beacon to
human visitors, and although Thoreau lamented the “newspaper and eggshell”
left behind, he took the long view and predicted that names chiseled into the
rock would soon be reclaimed by “bog and lichen.”
Today, the summit is purported to be among the most climbed in the
world, second only to Mount Fuji. Thoreau wrote, “It is remarkable what
haste these visitors make to get to the top of the mountain and then look
away from it—the great charm is not to look off from a height but to walk
over this novel and wonderful rocky surface.”
He explored the whole mountaintop and made a passable map using a
compass and estimating distances “very rudely by casting a stone before [me].”
After descending in 1852 he wrote, “We could see that the mountain had
spurs or buttresses on every side . . . an interesting feature in a mountain. I
have noticed that they will send out these buttresses every way from their
centre.” The mountain seems almost to will its own shape in this passage.
During his longest stay, Thoreau built a rough shelter on the plateau
southeast of the summit. Today it’s difficult to locate the exact spot where
he camped amid the miniature spruce forest, but he described how the
rock layers near the campsite tilt toward the summit. He noted how the
layers on the west side run north–south and dip to the east about 60 degrees.

The fires that destroyed the forest on top of Mount Monadnock created a huge lesson in
the history of rock, Thoreau believed. JERRY AND MARCY MONKMAN
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But somehow he missed the huge isoclinal1 fold just west of the summit,
which was pictured as the frontispiece to Marland Billings’s 1942 Structural
Geology (Prentice Hall) textbook. Or perhaps he saw the fold and found in
it “strains from the music of Chaos, such as were heard when the earth was
rent and these rocks heaved up.” Those words were inspired by the sound
of nighthawks, swooping in the dark over the mountain. “I could imagine
their dainty limping flight, circling over the kindred rock, with a spot of
white quartz in their wings.” (Bird-shaped structures can be seen in the rocks,
which are the top half of schist boudins2 with the light gray quartzite layer
folded down into the neck line.)
He refers to “bright purple or wine-colored garnets,” which he’d read about
in the 1844 Report on the Geology & Mineralogy of the State of New Hampshire
by C.T. Jackson, which described Monadnock geology as “mica-slate and
garnet-bearing gneiss.” But typically, the garnets in the schist at Monadnock
are tiny. Curiously, he omits mention of the much more conspicuous
sillimanite crystals in the rocks on the mountain, which modern visitors refer
to as turkey tracks.
Thoreau was fascinated by the arrangement of joints and shapes of rocks
on the mountain. He struggled to explain what he observed, conjuring up
earthquakes and Titans, but he never mentions glaciers. Yet he describes
again and again features that we would recognize as glacial in origin, such as
erratics, striations, and roches moutonnées. He wrote, “The rocks which you
walk over are often not only worn smooth and slippery, but grooved out, as if
with some huge rounded tool, or they are much oftener convex.”
Thoreau had read Charles Lyell’s Elements of Geology (John Murray, 1838)
and thus was influenced by uniformitarian thought (“the present is the key to
the past”). However, in the 1850s, geology was in the midst of a paradigm shift
with respect to interpreting glacial features. Edmund Bolles’s 1999 book The
Ice Finders (Counterpoint) emphasizes the importance of Elisha Kane’s Arctic
Explorations (American Publishing, 1856), which describes the Greenland
continental-scale glacier. Acceptance of the idea of a North American ice
sheet was slow. Some, like James D. Dana at Yale, had embraced the idea,
but others, including those who were publishing works on New England
geology, preferred a diluvial origin, whereby the sea dragged the rocks and
An isoclinal fold is one where the two limbs of the folded rock layers are nearly parallel.
They are inclined at the same angle.
2
A boudin is a layer of rock that was stretched but did not respond uniformly, instead
forming a string of sausage-like shapes. Boudin is the French word for sausage.
1
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icebergs across the landscape at a time when sea level was higher. Although
Thoreau had met Louis Agassiz and read his 1837 ideas on glaciation (Etudes
sur les glaciers, first published in English in 1967 by Hafner of New York), he
also had read Jackson (who was Emerson’s brother-in-law): “Agassiz theory
originated among the glaciers of the high Alps . . . but it is, by no means,
applicable to the wide spread drift of New England. . . . Grooves should
radiate from mountain tops, not cross them.” The Massachusetts geologist
Edward Hitchcock in 1856 was not yet convinced by evidence for continental
glaciation in North America, but by 1874, when his son Charles Hitchcock
published Geology of New Hampshire (New Hampshire Geological and
Mineralogical Survey), the diluvial theory had been abandoned in favor of
glacial drift. Around the same time, G.A. Wheelock made a systematic study
of striae on Monadnock (“Striae on Mount Monadnock” in The American
Naturalist, 1873). Ralph Waldo Emerson visited the summit of Monadnock
in 1866 and noted “the uniform presence on the upper surface of the glacial
lines or scratches, all in one self-same direction.”
What did Thoreau think about all this? We don’t know. The only hint
of Thoreau’s attitude toward Agassiz’s Ice Age theory—and it’s only a hint—
comes from the one direct reference to Agassiz in Thoreau’s Journal, when he
wrote about Monadnock. Thoreau is speculating on how amphibians came to
be on the summit: “Agassiz might say they originated on top. Perhaps they fell
from the clouds in the form of spawn or tadpoles . . . . I think it more likely
that they fell down than that they hopped up.” Could this be a reference to
Agassiz’s Ice Age theory, whereby each ice age resulted in worldwide glaciers
that wiped out all life forms? Agassiz’s theory required a whole succession of
creation stories rather than just one.
Perhaps Thoreau’s most original observations have to do with Monadnock’s hydrologic cycle. He found it astonishing that pools and bogs lie
directly next to “the most barren and driest spots . . . . You step unexpectedly
from Arabia Petraea, where the lichens crackle under your feet, into a miniature bog, say Dismal Swamp.” He concluded that the small ponds around the
summit are not spring-fed, but rather more like rainwater cisterns. He speculated on the balance between rainfall, fog, and evaporation, concluding that
the coolness on the mountains lowers the evaporation rate compared with
that at lower elevations. And although Thoreau never visited Monadnock in
winter, he describes how the spruces spread out their branches close to the
rock in response to the harsh winter winds. Out on the northeast spur of the
mountain, two of the larger bogs have been named after Thoreau. He spent
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many hours exploring these bogs, especially on his 1860 trip. He lists in his
Journal the grasses, sedges, mosses, and shrubs growing in the bogs.
The bogs lie in the hinge region of a late open fold3 east of the summit,
which deforms the metamorphic foliation associated with earlier, isoclinal
folds. Thoreau observed how each bog drains away from the divide between
them, one draining north toward the Ashuelot and Connecticut rivers, and
the other southeast to feed the headwaters of the Contoocook and Merrimack.
Thoreau did not think of himself as a scientist. Remains of a dead blue
jay would more likely inspire for him thoughts of “the science that deals with
the higher law” than thoughts on the food chain. He wrote, “I am a mystic, a
transcendentalist and a natural philosopher to boot.” His trips to Monadnock
were an escape from the work and worries of the family’s graphite pencil
industry; by 1860, his father was not well and Henry bore most of the burden.
(The Thoreau family business shifted in 1853 from making pencils, for which
Henry had introduced many innovations including a hardness scale, to
providing ground graphite for the Smith & McDougal electrotype company
of Boston.)
He makes no mention of the small graphite mine on the ridge south of the
summit, which was worked from 1847 to 1850. (The graphite was apparently
packed in kegs, which were rolled down to the Half Way House site. I can’t
help but speculate that he knew of this activity and may even have negotiated
to purchase the graphite.)
After his last visit, Thoreau wrote, “That area is literally a chaos, an example
of what the earth was before it was finished.” He saw in the mountain evidence
that the Creator was still at work. The language in his Journal often leaps
back and forth between detailed descriptions and lofty, even fanciful images.
It reflects the Transcendentalist tendency to trust intuition as well as rational
thought, but also reflects an eighteenth-century emphasis on hierarchy and
order out of chaos. As for the somewhat shallow treatment of geological
features, perhaps Thoreau would echo Nicolas Steno, the famous seventeenthcentury geologist, saying, “Most beautiful is what we do not comprehend.”

3

An open fold has limbs that are at a wider angle than 90 degrees.

Peter J. Thompson is a professor in the earth sciences department at the University
of New Hampshire.
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Blueberry Island
A smallish mound of earth and rock
left when flood water receded.
Above a cedar waxwing flirts
from branch to branch, then pauses
as though eavesdropping.
Wings crimped like a Japanese fan,
its maw open waiting to feed, be fed?
Sweet pepper bush perfumes the air.
White bells promise fruit to come,
the tang of wild blueberries on our tongues.
Others have been here, docked up
in the sheltering cove, bringing
drunkenness, leaving broken
glass, crumpled cans, young trees
hacked down to fuel some feckless fire.
For now, we bask like milk snakes
storing up heat for the long haul.
Thoreau Raymond

Thoreau Raymond is a writer and naturalist. Her poetry has appeared in numerous
journals including Southern Humanities Review, Comstock Review, The New Guard
Literary Review, and Shadows and Light: A Literary Anthology on Memory.
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Darby Field, 1642
Searching in vain for Lake Champlain?
Tony Goodwin
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I

n June of 1642, Darby Field, an apparently illiterate resident
of Durham, New Hampshire, set out up the Saco River with several
American Indians on what would be an eighteen-day expedition. At an
Indian village at what is now Glen, several other American Indians joined
Field’s party as local guides into the daunting and unknown (at least to Field)
wilderness beyond. Continuing up the Saco River, at some still-disputed
point, Field turned and headed for the summit of Mount Washington. The
local guides refused to follow, but at least one of his original companions
continued with him to the summit. Starting with Lucy Crawford’s History
of the White Mountains (1846), White Mountain historians have agreed that
Darby Field clearly deserves credit for making the first ascent of Mount
Washington. There is also general agreement that he made his ascent (and
another one later the same summer) at least 80 years before another ascent
and 142 years before the well-documented Belknap–Cutler expedition
in 1784.
Here the agreement ends. Historians have continued to speculate with
numerous theories about both Field’s route and his motives. Recently,
however, Stephen Sulavik, an Adirondack historian researching Samuel de
Champlain’s journeys, may have serendipitously provided the best answer yet
as to Field’s motives.
	In Forest and Crag (Appalachian Mountain Club Books, 1989), Laura
and Guy Waterman analyzed the evidence contained in a letter written by
Thomas Gorges shortly after Field’s pioneering ascent. Gorges was serving as
deputy governor of the province of Maine on behalf of his cousin, Ferdinando
Gorges, who with John Mason held the charter to the province of Laconia,
of which Maine was a part. Written on June 29, 1642, the information in
the letter appears to have come directly from Field shortly after his return
from his climb. The letter, discovered only a few short years before in 1984,
provided much additional information about Field’s ascent and allowed the
Watermans to speculate credibly that Field’s route took him over mounts
Eisenhower, Franklin, and Monroe, and past Lakes of the Clouds before
reaching the summit of Washington. The most salient bits of information
contained in this letter are:
This is a portion of Samuel de Champlain’s 1632 map that Darby Field probably studied
before climbing what later was named Mount Washington in 1642. The author believes
that Field climbed because he wanted to get to Lake Champlain, which really wasn’t as
far east as depicted on the map (see arrow). COURTESY OF STEPHEN SULAVIK AND THE BRITISH LIBRARY
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This much I certify of according as it was sent to me by him that discovered
them [the white hills] whose name was Darby Feild [sic] of pasctatqua who
about a month since with 3 or 4 Indians undertook the voyage . . . hence
he travailed some 80 miles as he sayeth & came to a mountain, went over
it, & a 2d & a 3d, at length . . . going to a rocke [sic] that was at the end of
that which he judged 2 miles high, very steep, yet he adventured up, but one
Indian accompynge him, the most being fearfull. At the top it was not above
20 foot square, wher he sate with much fear some 5 hours time the clouds
passing under him making a terrible noise against the mountains. Thence he
discovered some 80 miles farther a very (glorious) white mountain & between
two other great mountains as he judged some 100 miles. . . . & at the foot of
them were two litle ponds, 1 of curious red colour, the other black.1

Having pieced together a plausible route taken by Field, the Watermans
admitted, however, that they still knew “even less about why Field climbed.”
The Watermans concluded that most likely Field’s motivation was to find
“fabulous treasures” on the mountain as the Spaniards had done in the mountains of Central and South America. He did return with what he thought
were diamonds but which turned out to be quartz and mica.
The Watermans wrote that Field probably was not out just for the adventure, although they left open the possibility that Field had set out to climb
the mountain because he had seen it from the coast. They wrote that he could
have “had other original motives but that as he got closer to the mountain
his purpose centered on an ascent, which on its accomplishment became the
most important event of the trip.” Their least likely stated motivation was to
find “a route to the fur country that was then enriching Quebec traders.”2
Based on the new information provided by Sulavik, however, it appears
Field did not climb Mount Washington for either adventure or treasure.
Employed by the Laconia Company, which had a charter for the province of
Laconia, Field was most likely looking for a route to Lake Champlain as it
was described in the charter and shown on contemporary maps. There, Field
hoped, on behalf of the Laconia Company, to establish a lucrative fur trade
with the American Indians.
	Sulavik’s book, Adirondack: Of Indians and Mountains 1535–1838 (2005),
provides considerable detail about the Laconia Company, founded in 1629
1
2

Waterman, p. 12.
Waterman, p. 13.
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by John Mason and Ferdinando Gorges. Much of the information comes
from a book, America Painted to the Life, written by Ferdinando Gorges and
published by his grandson in 1658. The book describes how in November
1629, the Council of New England, chartered by the English Crown, granted
Mason and Gorges a charter for the “Province of Laconia” (region of lakes).
Sulavik describes this vast tract as “the land inhabited by the Iroquois from
the eastern half of Lake Ontario eastward to Lake Champlain and northward
to the St. Lawrence River.”3
Living in England at the time they were granted this charter, Mason and
Gorges surely had only the sketchiest information about the land they had
been granted. The only maps available at the time were two drawn by de
Champlain in 1612 and 1613 and one by the Dutch explorer Adriaen Block
that was probably influenced by Champlain’s maps. All three erroneously
placed Lake Champlain in eastern New England, less than 100 miles from
the coast, and possibly accessible by a water route.4 (These errors persisted
for many years with a map published as late as 1672 placing Lake Champlain
east of the Connecticut River and showing it as the source of the Merrimack
River!5) Sulavik speculates that this erroneous geographical information,
along with “Champlain’s mention of a lucrative fur trade in the ‘vicinity’ of
Lake Champlain during his brief 1629 period of captivity in London, were
likely major influences in the formation of the Laconia Company and the
establishment of the Province of Laconia.”6
Based on the maps then available, Mason and Gorges had Captain Walter
Neale set sail from England in the spring of 1630 to locate “the large Lake
Champlain in the newly granted territory of Laconia.” Neale searched for
three years, apparently including a foray up the Charles River from Boston,
because Champlain’s early maps depicted this river as coming close to Lake
Champlain. At the end of three years, however, Neale was recalled to England
as the “Laconia enterprise had become bankrupt due to failure in both the
inland fur trade and the coastal fishing industry”7
Sulavik, pp. 72–73.
Sulavik’s book (pp. 122–127) reproduces three maps, one from 1612, one from 1613, and a 1632
rendering reprinted with permission here on page 62.
5
Sulavik (pp. 146–147) reproduces the following map: English, cartographer not identified. A
Map of New England and New York, 1672 (Courtesy of the Sterling Memorial Library [map
collection], Yale University).
6
Sulavik, p. 74.
7
Sulavik, p. 99.
3

4
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Despite the bankruptcy, Mason and Gorges continued in their efforts
to develop and settle this part of New England. Before he died in 1635,
Mason founded the city of Portsmouth and the colony of New Hampshire,
naming them after his native residence, Portsmouth, Hampshire County,
England. Upon Mason’s death, Gorges became the sole owner of the Laconia
Company, receiving in 1639 a grant that extended his holdings farther inland
and designated it the “Province of Maine.”8
	So, still very much involved with his holdings in New England (and presumably possessing Samuel de Champlain’s 1632 map),9 Ferdinando Gorges
wrote in 1642 what appears to be the “clincher” about Darby Field’s motives:
“Such an impression had the claims of Laconia made on the minds of our
first settlers, that Neal [without the “e” but likely the same Captain Walter
Neale] set out on foot in company with [Henry] Jocelyn and Darby Field, to
discover these beautiful lakes, and settle a trade with the Indians by pinnance,
imagining the distance to be short of 100 miles.”10
Here is the confirmation that it was the desire to establish a trade with the
American Indians that motivated this expedition into the mountains.
Even knowing that, we do not learn anything more about that expedition
from Ferdinando. Indeed, Ferdinando may well be referring to Field’s second
ascent during the summer of 1642, since the Thomas Gorges account makes it
appear that Field was the only English settler in that second party. So now we
turn back to Thomas Gorges’s “after action” report that the Watermans have
so carefully analyzed as to the probable route up Mount Washington. Earlier
historians had suggested Field went over both Boott Spur and Montalban
Ridge, but the Watermans ruled that out. Field reported that he went over
three summits. He mentioned the Lakes of the Clouds and the Great Gulf.
This suggests he was on the western side of the range. He did not mention
Tuckerman Ravine, a feature that would have been very prominent had
he ascended via either Boott Spur or Montalban Ridge.11 Likely making
Tuckerman Ravine especially prominent in June 1642 would have been the
extensive snowfield (maybe even glacier) because he climbed during the Little
Ice Age.
Sulavik, pp. 98–99.
The map: Samuel de Champlain. Carte de la nouvelle france, 1632, appears in Sulavik’s book.
A section of it is reproduced here on page 62.
10
Sulavik, p. 99 (quoting Ferdinando Gorges from his book America Painted to the Life,
published in 1658).
11
Waterman, p. 12.
8

9
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	So we can be reasonably sure that Field and company continued up the
Saco River past Glen and Bartlett. Now the question is, when did he decide
to climb a mountain to look for Lake Champlain? According to Ferdinando
Gorges, they were “imagining the distance to be short of 100 miles.” Following
the twists and turns of the Saco River, they estimated that by the time they
passed Bartlett they had (according to Thomas Gorges) traveled 80 miles.
Thus, as the Watermans speculated, the decision certainly could have been
made when they came to the view up the Dry River valley, a view that clearly
indicates that the valley is a route to some high mountains.
Arguing against that route, however, is the apparent presence of lowerlevel clouds that day that would have obscured the view of the higher
mountains. Equally likely in my view, Field’s group would have continued
on to find the source of the Saco River, and then struggled up the final
steep pitch to Crawford Notch. From a natural clearing somewhere in
the broad Bretton Woods valley, it would have likely been obvious, even
with clouds around, that significantly higher ground lay to the east. An
additional reason to decide to climb to a high point for a view would have
been no sign of any large lake in that flat expanse. Further encouraging Field
to start an ascent would be the likely absence of snow on the western slopes
compared with snow appearing on the eastern-facing slopes at the head of
the Dry River valley.
From the vicinity of Crawford Notch, several possible routes would have
taken Field over three summits before he finally summited Mount Washington.
He could have started with Mount Pierce and then on to Mounts Eisenhower
and Franklin without climbing or counting Mount Monroe. He could also
have started with Eisenhower as the Watermans suggested he did coming up
from the Dry River.
Field’s description of the summit view appears to describe the Green
Mountains of Vermont “some 80 miles farther . . . & two other great mountains as he judged some 100 miles.” It seems unlikely that he would have
noted the Adirondacks past the Green Mountains, so perhaps he misjudged
the Franconia Range (which would certainly have looked quite white) to
be 80 miles away and the mountains he judged to be 100 miles away were
the Green Mountains. More significant, the apparent presence of lowerlevel clouds that day would have made it difficult to conclusively say that
Lake Champlain wasn’t somewhere in between these mountains. This lack
of a completely clear view may help explain the two later expeditions that
same summer.
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	Of these later ascents, we have precious little information other than that
Neal and Jocelyn apparently joined Field on his second ascent. He may have
taken the same route as his first ascent. Or, with different snow conditions
and greater knowledge, they may have taken a different route. The motivation
for Thomas Gorges and another magistrate, Richard Vines, to make a third
ascent that summer is even less clear. Perhaps they were the true adventurers
who became intrigued by the accounts of this rugged and forbidding land
with steep rocks, howling winds, colored ponds, and expansive views. Equally
likely, given Gorges’s integral role in the Laconia Company, they wanted one
last independent confirming look that Lake Champlain was not where it was
shown on the map. Thus, after 13 years, they would have to finally admit that
a lucrative fur trade would not be part of the company’s business.
Furthermore, after these three initial ascents, historians know of no
reported climbing activity in the White Mountains until 1725, as the Watermans noted. Climbing for sport and adventure would not take hold until the
Crawfords constructed the first trail up Washington nearly 175 years later.
Finally, almost four centuries later, this new evidence provides a better
answer to one of the persistent questions in White Mountain history. And
who would have thought that the answer would come from a history of the
Adirondacks—a region with a much shorter climbing history? Mount Marcy,
for instance, was not even known to be the highest mountain in New York
State until 1836, nearly twenty years after the Crawfords had built the first
trail up Mount Washington.
Sources
Crawford, Lucy. History of the White Mountains: From the first settlement
of Upper Coos and Pequaket. Portland, ME: White Hills, 1846.
Gorges, Ferdinando. America Painted to the Life. London: T. J. Nath.
Sulavik, Stephen. Adirondack: Of Indians and Mountains, 1535–1838. Blue Mt.
Lake, NY: Adirondack Museum, 2005.
Waterman, Laura and Guy. Forest and Crag. Boston: Appalachian
Mountain Club, 1989.

Tony Goodwin, of Keene, New York, is executive director of the Adirondack Trail
Improvement Society and the Adirondack Ski Touring Council. He is the author of
several guidebooks, including High Peaks Trails (Adirondack Mountain Club, most
recently published in 2012).

68 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2013_PRESSPROOF_11.6.indd 68

11/6/12 5:19 PM

The Snow Has No Voice
but I hear it on this speckled mountain
miles from my cabin door.
I hear its falling in a perturbation of light
and watch the bare incoming
storming up slopes of cloud-torn peaks
in a cargo of wind passing through pine boughs
like a prayer.
In an hour I will be home
but here a slant wind carries snow
like sparks struck from flint
high above a shadowy ridge
where stars measure the path of the moon
and a pure flesh of new snow
lies outstretched like bones below.
John Smelcer

John E. Smelcer, an Alaska Native American, is the author of 40 books, including
Songs from the Outcast (American Indian Studies Center, UCLA, 2000) and Without
Reservation (Truman State University Press, 2003), both nominated for the Pulitzer
Prize in poetry. He teaches literature and creative writing at Binghamton University,
State University of New York.
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Wildlife Encounters
in the Canadian Rockies
Life lessons from a marmot, and other meetings
Lisa Densmore
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U

nder my sleeping bag, the ground rumbled, not a constant shake like an earthquake tremor but a metered series of thuds
that shook the earth. “Must be a ranger on horseback passing by our camp.
I wonder where he’s camping tonight,” I thought, as I drifted off to sleep.
Our camp was secure from bears, our food hung from the designated log
crossbar 15 feet in the air 100 yards from our tents. Our permit was valid.
There was nothing to rankle a ranger here, except perhaps the bugs. The mosquitoes in Jasper National Park in northern Alberta, Canada, were tenacious
after sunset in early August. Unwilling to give up any more of my blood to
their omnipresent proboscises, I had retired shortly after dinner to my tent.
	I had spotted a wolf track that evening here. We were sleeping in one
of the primitive backcountry campsites along the Jonas Pass–Brazeau Lake
Loop. The odds of a wolf hunting a caribou here were low because we were
well below timberline. However, caribou are not the only hoofed mammals
in the park. The next morning, I rounded the back of my tent to retrieve
the coffee from our hanging food bag and found a sizable pile of scat a mere
15 feet away. That was no ranger clomping by last night! A moose had
nearly stepped on me! Suddenly my thin nylon and mesh tent seemed
extremely flimsy.
After pouring a round of steaming java into our metal mugs, I relayed
my morning discovery to my backpacking partners, Jack Ballard and Bill
Powell. The three of us had climbed Mount Kilimanjaro together two years
earlier. Bill had climbed other mountains—Rainier, Aconcagua, and Elbrus.
Jack had spent a lifetime bushwhacking into remote areas of the Rocky
Mountains in search of trout and big game. He also had hiked with me
through the Adirondacks while I was researching one of my guidebooks.
As we sipped our coffee and swatted mosquitoes, we recounted the
remarkable number of other wildlife encounters on the Jonas Pass–Brazeau
Lake Loop compared with other mountain regions into which we had
ventured. Every time we’ve ventured into the backcountry, we’ve seen animals,
but the main focus was reaching a goal, such as the top of a mountain. With
that goal came not just a can-do attitude, but also a feeling of me-against-the
elements and the terrain. Here, we certainly had a goal, of completing the
loop, and we certainly had our share of weather and terrain to surmount, yet
this trip was different. I felt acutely a guest in this alpine kingdom, allowed
The remote Brazeau River in Jasper National Park attracts moose that rumble through
campsites under cover of night. LISA DENSMORE
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to pass through and glimpse the lives of its residents but incapable of joining
them. By the end of the route, I gained an enduring respect and admiration
for the rugged conditions in which the animals here survive and how truly
soft my everyday existence is. I also learned that wildlife are as opportunistic
as humans, only in the context of basic survival.
	It was night four of a six-day, five-night backpacking trip, a 50.6-miler, the
bulk of which was in Jasper National Park, but which started and ended in
Banff National Park just to the south of Jasper’s boundary. We were camped
at the Wolverine South campground next to the Brazeau River, 36.5 miles
into the route. My backcountry debut into the Canadian Rockies, this trek
had tested me physically with a 16.4-mile day on the second day, my longest
ever carrying a 50-pound pack. But the route, known as the Jonas Pass–
Brazeau Lake Loop, rewarded handsomely with endless views of snowcapped
peaks, the most scenic lakeside campsite I’ve ever visited, an eight-mile alpine
traverse, acres of wildflowers, and a variety of unexpected wildlife encounters.
It was the opportunity to see one particular threatened species, woodland
caribou, that initially drew me here.
Jasper National Park is committed to caribou conservation. The park has
always been known for its caribou herd. Like elk, caribou populations are
susceptible to overzealous wolf predation, but caribou have one key advantage.
They are well adapted to deep snow, in which wolves have difficulty hunting.
The hoof of a caribou is concave and spreads out, giving this 175- to 400pound member of the deer family better buoyancy in snow. It also has sharp
edges, which the caribou uses to dig through the snow to feed on the lichen
below. In addition, the two toes on each hoof grow longer during the winter,
allowing better traction on ice.
For a number of years, Nordic skiers glided into the interior of Jasper
National Park on snow-covered roads, packing down the snow and thus
inadvertently helping wolves access the caribou’s winter range in subalpine
areas of the park where wolves would otherwise be unable to hunt during
the winter. To protect the caribou, the park now closes those roads during
early winter and midwinter when skiers would have the most impact. By
late winter, when the snow has naturally compacted and wolves would travel
in the caribou range whether humans skied there or not, the park reopens
the area.

72 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2013_PRESSPROOF_11.6.indd 72

11/6/12 5:19 PM

Humility Before Bears
Before even shouldering our packs, we had seen a black bear while driving
along the Icefields Parkway toward the trailhead. It calmly pulled ripe
red berries off a roadside shrub with its black tongue, oblivious to the
intermittent automobiles that slowed to watch it dine. Though not as large
and intimidating as the grizzly bears that prowl the wilderness areas in both
Banff and Jasper national parks, a black bear is just as able to kill a human.
We stopped long enough to snap a few photos from the protection of our car,
then rolled on to the trailhead at Sunwapta Pass.
The roadside bear was a blatant reminder that both grizzly and black
bears could be dangerous if hungry or annoyed. After shouldering my pack,
I touched the canister of pepper spray hanging by my hip, making sure I
could grab it quickly. Bill and Jack also carried canisters.
Though pepper spray was better than nothing, I didn’t kid myself about
how limited its protection would be if I met an aggressive bear. The typical
pepper spray found at outdoors stores contains capsaicin, which is extracted
from chili peppers and produces an acute burning sensation in mammals.
It is extremely irritating to both the respiratory system and the eyes, but some
bears don’t feel it or simply ignore it.

A roadside black bear reminded three hikers how common bears are in Banff and
Jasper national parks. LISA DENSMORE
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	In a study of 66 incidents in the field in which black bears and grizzly
bears were hit with pepper spray, Stephen Herrero, PhD., professor emeritus
of animal behavior and ecology at the University of Calgary and the author
of the landmark book, Bear Attacks: Their Causes and Avoidance (Lyons Press,
1988), and his colleague, Andrew Higgins, found pepper spray deterred
some bears, but not all. In sixteen situations in which attacking grizzly bears
got a blast to the face, three bears attacked the sprayer. Of twenty merely
curious grizzlies who were sprayed while scavenging human food or garbage,
all stopped, eighteen left, but two of those came back later.
Pepper spray had less of an effect on black bears. In the Herrero–
Higgins study, only 19 of 26 black bears blasted with pepper spray stopped
rummaging through food or garbage. Fourteen left, but six came back. And
in four situations with aggressive black bears, though pepper spray stopped
the attack, the bears did not depart.
Although the Herrero–Higgins study did not include enough bear
encounters to draw more than anecdotal conclusions, it was enough to
convince me that, at best, my pepper spray might give me a chance to
escape if I encountered a backcountry bruin. However, even an escape was
fraught with risk because running could trigger a prey–chase response. In
addition, pepper spray would be useless if I were downwind of a bear, in the
rain or in heavy brush. I pledged to keep a spotless campsite; look as big and
burly as my 130-pound, 5-foot 8-inch body would allow; and to talk or sing
loudly for the entire six days on the trail. I did my best with the first two
but failed at the last. The scenery from the moment we left the trailhead
took my breath away.

Huge Red-Orange Squirrels
We started hiking in early afternoon, traversing several expansive meadows
abloom with acres of red and cream Indian paintbrush, hot pink fireweed,
and golden cinquefoil. Our goal the first day was to climb over Nigel Pass
(elevation 7,201 feet) then descend to Four Points Campground, a distance
of 8.6 miles. In Banff and Jasper parks, all camping is by permit and only at
designated campsites, which limits the number of people in the backcountry
at any one time. Our permit for the first night was for Four Points.
During the 1,200-foot ascent to the bouldery top of Nigel Pass, a flash of
gray fur caught my eye. A Columbian ground squirrel scurried across a rock,
leapt effortlessly to another rock then paused to look at me. I’ve seen lots of
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squirrels in my backcountry wanderings, but never one quite this big nor this
color. Its body was 10 inches long, and it had red-orange fur above its nose
and on its legs and belly and a white-tipped tail.
Columbian ground squirrels live mainly in the Canadian Rockies along
the Alberta–British Columbia border. Their range also includes Idaho,
western Montana, and eastern Washington and Oregon. Sometimes called
“red diggers,” they are avid burrowers. A typical red digger will expand its
tunnels by as much as thirteen feet annually, impressive considering these
portly squirrels are active only about three months per year, during which
time they must also stash food for the winter and raise their young.
A highly social species, Columbian ground squirrels greet each other by
“kissing.” That would have been fun to see, but this fellow apparently didn’t
have any friends nearby. He wasn’t too concerned about me either. If he felt
threatened, he would have chirped loudly to warn the rest of his warren.
Instead, he stared at me with guarded curiosity like a local farmer wondering
why an urbanite had wandered down his rural road.

Dark Skies
After cresting Nigel Pass, the rubble-covered route wound down to the headwaters of the upper Brazeau River. A short distance to the left, a powerful
waterfall crashed over and through an exposed swath of rock then flowed
down to another broad meadow below us. Eventually, we reached a branch
of the river, crossing it on strategically placed rocks. I was grateful for my
waterproof hiking boots and for the seasonally low water level.
We passed through the campground at Boulder Creek, pausing briefly to
stash a small bag of food. We planned to spend our last night here and didn’t
want to carry the extra weight until then, reasoning if a bear stole it, we could
still survive the last night.
Four Points Campground was a mile farther, in a clearing overlooking the
river. We set up our tents and consumed our dinner rations as the day gave
way to dusk. It seemed a hundred stars appeared with each bite of one-pot
pasta until they crowded the sky, layer upon glittering layer. In 2011, the Royal
Astronomical Society of Canada named Jasper National Park an official Dark
Sky Preserve. Encompassing more than 4,200 square miles, the park is the
world’s largest such preserve. With virtually no light pollution, it was ironic
how much light flooded our campsite. Even without a moon, I could see
my shadow.
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Eager for a salt snack, a bold marmot tastes a pack strap.

LISA DENSMORE

We were back on the trail shortly after dawn anticipating a marathon day.
Camping is not allowed in the alpine zone in Jasper National Park, therefore
we needed to cover 16.4 miles over two alpine passes—Jonas Pass (elevation
7,612 feet) and Poboktan Pass (elevation 7,546 feet)—and one summit,
Jonas Shoulder (elevation 8,104 feet), to reach our next campsite at JohnJohn Creek.
The steady climb to Jonas Pass got my heart pumping quickly. The exertion and the chilly air invigorated me. The trail ascended over fine scree
through an alpine valley shaped like a massive, endless half-pipe whose sides
curved upward into vertical cliffs. Pale ribbons of water, the runoff from the
majestic snowy peaks that pierced the azure sky, cascaded thousands of feet
down the precipitous rock.

Encounter With a Marmot
The valley seemed to go on and on, ever rising, until we finally reached a large
cairn crowned with a caribou shed marking the top of Jonas Pass. A rodent
had delicately nibbled the tip of one of the tines. Antler sheds are a source of
dietary minerals for small animals in many ecosystems. In the rugged, nearbarren landscape atop Jonas Pass, we speculated what creature could possibly
survive there. A pika? The nibbler turned out to be a huge hoary marmot.
As we rested by the cairn, the marmot, the size of a house cat, poked its
head from behind a boulder, then wandered over to check us out, apparently
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well versed in the ways of backpackers. I wanted to take its picture, expecting
it to shyly scurry away, but it posed patiently, assessing us.
Hoary marmots are so named for the white and gray fur on their shoulders
and back, the color of an old sage’s beard. Most live in Alaska, though they
also dwell in alpine meadows throughout the northwest including Alberta and
British Columbia. In pioneer days, they were called “whistlers” for their highpitched warning call. Whistler Mountain, which hosted ski events during
the 2010 Vancouver Olympics, is named after this large rodent, the largest
species of ground squirrel in North America. Adults weigh 17 to 22 pounds
and are about 20 inches long. They are the perfect example of Bergmann’s
rule of zoology, which states that within a warm-blooded species, the higher
the latitude and the lower the ambient temperature in which they live, the
larger the animal. The Jonas Pass marmot was not only big; it was bold.
Apparently, caribou sheds are not as desirable a source of salt as sweaty
backpackers. The marmot marched straight to Bill’s pack and started licking
the straps. Then it attempted to lick his shirt, tickling Bill with its tongue.
He didn’t know whether to shoo her away and risk getting nipped or just let
her indulge. Jack and I giggled at the silliness of the situation, but soon got
sidetracked in conversation, leaving Bill to deal with his new furry friend.
	Suddenly Bill yelled, “Hey! Stop thief!” The large rodent had nabbed his
small camera bag with his passport inside it and was romping away across the
tundra. I jumped up and caught the trailing camera pouch, yanking the strap
from the thief ’s teeth. The marmot ran off.
“Thanks!” said Bill, “That’s the first time I’ve been mugged by
a marmot.”
From the top of Jonas Pass, we continued through the high alpine valley,
soon climbing again, and more steeply. We reached the highest point in our
trek 3.6 miles later, atop Jonas Shoulder, but dallied only long enough to
regroup and take a few photographs. We still had 6.5 miles and one more pass
to cross before reaching our next campsite by John-John Creek.

Elusive Owls
We descended the other side of Jonas Shoulder boot-skiing down the steep
talus slope, eventually reaching timberline again. By the time we climbed
over Poboktan Pass, my legs were numb from the mileage and my shoulders
ached from the load on my back. I lay down by the sign marking the top of
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the pass to rest my weary body, hoping to see one of the poboktans for which
the pass was named.
Poboktan is a Stoney Indian word for owl. In 1892, a geology professor
at the University of Toronto named Arthur Coleman explored the area,
naming the pass after seeing several owls here. Coleman, who was likely the
first nonnative to come to this mountainous region, also named Jonas Pass
after Chief Jonas Good Stoney, who helped Coleman with information and
by introducing him to guides during his exploratory forays into this remote
alpine area.
	Nary an owl hooted at me at Poboktan Pass as I pondered Coleman’s
visit 119 years ago. I imagined little had changed except for the addition of
a few trail signs and campsites, and the fact that there were fewer caribou.
I wondered how many grizzly bears Coleman’s party fended off, then
remembered the Poboktan valley was notorious for bear sightings. Separated
from my companions, I suddenly felt vulnerable. I set off without delay,
anxious to reach our next campsite at Brazeau Lake.
Brazeau Lake was one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever pitched a tent.
The snow-capped Brazeau Range towered above the timber on the opposite
side of the mile-long tarn. The glassy turquoise water shimmered dark green
and gold, reflecting the late-day sun on the tall conifers. The clearing where
we pitched our tents was at the outlet of the lake, which tumbled away to the
east over watery boulders. Jack and Bill were already thigh-deep in the frigid
water, casting for trout to supplement our freeze-dried diet.
	I dumped my pack under a tall pine, relieved to be free of its load and
anxious to try my luck fly fishing, too, when I noticed the weathered skull of
a bighorn sheep nailed to the tree trunk above my head. I had forgotten that
bighorns were common in Jasper National Park. This one had likely been a
ewe because its horns were short and spiky rather than massive and spiraling.
As I contemplated how its skull came to be nailed to this spot and whether its
herd might still roam this area, Bill appeared, smiling broadly. He carried an
impressive 18-inch rainbow trout.
“This is the largest trout I’ve ever caught!” beamed Bill. It was the tastiest,
too, or perhaps we were all so hungry after our long day on the trail that
anything would have tasted gourmet. Though a quarter the size of Alberta’s
record rainbow trout (20.4 pounds), which was also caught in Jasper National
Park, Bill’s fish was a worthy prize, especially from a body of water at such a
high elevation (5,584 feet). Brazeau Lake is ice-free for perhaps three months
per year, not a lot of “growing time” for a trout.
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Angry Hummingbird
The next morning, we took our time breaking camp. It was a relatively short
5.2 miles to Wolverine South, our destination for the night, and we were
loath to leave the lake, a truly spectacular spot. I regretted not reserving two
nights there.
We procrastinated half the day before starting down the trail, which
followed the swelling Brazeau River. The river was heavy with water that
rushed over hidden rocks in a roiling race toward Lake Louise. Fishing was
nearly impossible in the untethered, bucking current, but I paused frequently
to watch the river, mesmerized by the untamed torrent. At one bend, just
before reaching Wolverine South, I spied a mother harlequin duck leading
her chicks through the frenzied flow. Harlequin ducks are known for their
propensity for fast-moving water and crashing coastal surf. This was the first
time I had seen this species of waterfowl. They are listed as endangered in
Canada. As I marveled at their ease in such turbulent current, I reflected
on how perfectly adapted the many species I had encountered on this
backpacking trip were to this northern realm. My visit, during the gentlest
time of the year, gave me merely a glimpse of the diversity of Jasper’s animal
life despite the rugged terrain and severe arctic climate.
By the time I reached Wolverine South, Jack and Bill were already waging
war on the buzzing battalion of mosquitoes that relentlessly dive-bombed
them. Bill consulted our topo map between slaps to his neck and face.

A mother harlequin duck leads her ducklings through the frenzied flow of the
Brazeau River. LISA DENSMORE
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“Maybe we should skip our last night at Boulder Creek and hike out
tomorrow,” he suggested, “These bugs are driving me crazy.”
“How far is it?” asked Jack, who was trying his best to keep his mood
sociable despite the growing number of small red welts on his hands, neck,
and ankles. “These mosquitoes are biting me through my shirt!”
“It’s about 12 miles to the car versus five miles to Boulder Creek,” Bill said.
After our 16-miler two days earlier, 12 miles seemed like a reasonable day,
particularly because we wouldn’t see anything new. We had already passed
through Boulder Creek campground on the first day. It offered no prospect of
good fishing and would likely be buggy. We decided to have lunch at Boulder
Creek if our food stash there was still intact then continue to the trailhead.
As it turned out, instead of swatting mosquitoes at Boulder Creek, we
fended off a kamikaze hummingbird.
“It surely can’t be attracted to my smell,” Bill joked, as he ducked to avoid
one overzealous flyby.
As we chuckled at the tiny bird with the audacious attitude, I got the sense
that it was simply annoyed at our intrusion. Though the Stoney tribe had
passed through these wildflower-carpeted valleys and over these alpine ridges
long before 1907 when Jasper National Park was established, humans were
interlopers in this mountain domain. It belonged to the bears, wolves, and
caribou; the ground squirrels, marmots, and bighorn sheep; the harlequin
ducks, hummingbirds, and countless other species that lived in this fragile yet
complex ecosystem. I might not have seen all of the wildlife that existed there,
but evidence of the animals had been constantly around me.

Lisa Densmore is an award-winning writer and photographer. She splits her time
between Red Lodge, Montana, and Chateaugay Lake, New York, when she’s not
exploring a mountain range somewhere in the world.
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For now,
they merge with waves, hundreds
of Canada Geese lifting, disappearing with gusts
that streak a blue sky black, test the old oak’s
foothold at the pond’s edge,
whirr through firs in the dry air.
	New ice allows no carp to leap,
no painted turtle to sun along the fallen trunk,
no snake to test the trail.
All color gone, leaves spiral back
upwards, chickadees call across great distances.
A single cormorant claims the cove
where summer swans once nested in down,
left deep imprints in tall grass,
now all leveled in frozen flatness.
Harp-strings of ice laced straight
over the dam surprise me, as does my effort
to listen for their soft tones, and to hear them.
Ann Taylor

Ann Taylor teaches poetry at Salem State University in Salem, Massachusetts.
She has poems published or forthcoming in the journals Arion, The Aurorean,
Ellipsis, The Dalhousie Review, Snowy Egret, and Classical and Modern Literature.
The River Within, winner of the first Cathlamet Prize for Poetry, was published in
2011 by Ravenna Press. Taylor lives in Woburn, Massachusetts, with her husband,
Francis Blessington.
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Waterman Fund Essay Contest Winner

A Place for Everything
A bear wanders into a crowded campground
Katherine Dykstra
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Editor’s note: The winner of the fifth annual Waterman Fund essay contest, which
Appalachia sponsors jointly with the Waterman Fund, ventures into new territory.
In the previous four years of the contest, writers have reflected on the ways civilization encroaches on the wilderness. This year’s winner turns it around, describing
the clash of wild animals with a busy car campground. More black bears show
themselves near Delaware Water Gap, on the New Jersey–Pennsylvania border,
than most people will ever see in darkest Maine. Katherine Dykstra’s honest story
of what happened when she met her first bear on her first camping trip left us
squirming and thinking harder about what happens when wild animals wander
into settled areas. The Waterman Fund is a nonprofit organization named in
honor of Laura and the late Guy Waterman. It is our mission to encourage new
writers. See the end pages of this journal for information about next year’s contest.

W

e’d thrown the trip together in a flurry of phone calls
and email exchanges all in 48 hours. Parker researched state parks,
campgrounds, driving times. Ann went to a dollar store and bought four
nylon camping chairs. I went to Target and came away with two tents.
There was a moment when we nearly called the whole thing off, Seth
having phoned every rental car company in the five boroughs and coming
up dry; it was Fourth of July weekend after all. But dogged in his pursuit,
he eventually found a car that had been returned early. It was the last, we
believed, in the city.
As we inched our way west on Canal Street, Seth caught my eye in the
rearview mirror: “So I hear you’re worried about bears,” he said, amused.
Ann, tiny and brunette, twisted around in her seat and smiled at me in
the same way an adult might smile at a child who simply didn’t know any
better. I felt myself turn red. As we’d made our preparations to flee the city, I
happened to notice that nearly every page of the Delaware Water Gap website
mentioned the area’s disproportionate population of black bears. But when
I’d brought this to Parker’s attention—“Um, do you think we’ll be mauled by
bears?”—he’d laughed, “That’s what you’re worried about? Bears? There won’t

Unperturbed by a human watcher, a black bear feeds on acorns in the Delaware Water
Gap National Recreation Area. RICH POPE
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be any bears. And anyway, I’ll be there to protect you.” After he said this, he
puffed up his chest and ape-walked toward me, catching me in his arms.
The website had included a twenty-item checklist of things to do to ensure
a bear did not find his way to your campsite as well as instructions for what
to do if he did. When I persisted, suggesting we keep our food in the trunk
of our car, tie our trash up in a tree, Parker had said, “OK, how about this?
You can be our resident bear expert.” At which point I knew to proceed was
to risk catching a lot of flak later.
Looking straight-faced at Seth in the rearview mirror, I lied, “I’m not
worried.” Outside the car, a man dug through a trash can while tourists
swarmed around him. “I just wanted to make sure we were taking the
right precautions.” I said this in my best Little Miss Perfect voice hoping
to convey that I knew worrying about bears was ridiculous. I was, however,
quite worried. When I was young, my father had taken my brother and me
on weeklong camping trips to the Rocky Mountains, but this was the first
time I’d been camping as an adult. And where as a child it never occurred to
me that there was anything my father couldn’t protect me from, as an adult,
I knew that when a man and nature collided on nature’s turf, nature
usually won.
“Well,” said Seth, “I’ve been camping hundreds of times and I’ve never
seen a bear.” I knew that taking this line of discussion any further would do
nothing for me. This trip was supposed to be fun. We were getting out of the
city. Worrying about bears was a downer. I let it go.
Which was doable, as I was choosing to take heart in the fact that that
morning, before we’d left, Parker had done nature a favor, not an easy feat in
a city where nature barely exists. He had been out on the fire escape when
he spotted a bird, hanging upside down in a tree and frantically flapping her
wings to no avail. “I have to help her,” he’d said after pointing her out to me.
“Right?” He looked unsure, like he might have wanted me to stop him, but
then drug the ladder out anyway. I watched from our second-floor window as
he hauled himself onto the fence that separated our apartment building from
the backyard of the brownstone behind us and then climbed up into the tree.
His position, clinging to one branch, was precarious and I worried for him as
I watched all the birds in the neighborhood, likely fearing their friend’s safety,
circle him like war planes, one even clipping him on the ear. When he finally
came back inside, he told me that the bird had managed to tie her foot to a
tree branch with some dental floss likely while building her nest. He’d untied
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her from the tree and then held her in one gloved hand while he untied the
floss from her leg.
A couple years before—pre-Parker—in another apartment, I’d awakened
one morning to an amazing clatter. Sitting up in bed I found myself eye
to eye with a baby pigeon that appeared to have crash-landed on my air
conditioning unit, presumably while attempting first flight. He stood there
shaking, a ball of downy fluff and feathers, four stories up with panic in
his eyes. I wanted to help him but I didn’t know how; I was afraid of him
in the same way I was afraid of the stray cats in my Brooklyn neighborhood;
what if he had something? “Having something,” being the way my mother
has warned me away from wildlife all my life, as in, “Don’t touch that
kitten! It might have something.” And so my pigeon stayed there, beak-toglass until I left for work. On the way to the subway, I called my landlord
and told him about the bird, asked what I should do. He seemed unsure
and said to leave it up to him. When I got home that evening, the bird was
gone. I feared it had plummeted to its death. A friend tried to comfort me
with the words natural selection. Parker, I thought in the car, would have tried
to save it.
We four arrived at Dingman’s Campground with just enough time to
pitch the tents before night fell. It had been a mad dash, but we’d done it.
We sat around the campfire covertly drinking beer (the campsite was dry),
idealistically talking about stories we wanted to tell, films we wanted to make.
Anything seemed possible from the vantage point of our small success. At a
reasonable hour we turned in, set on rising early the next day.
But once in the tent, the good feeling was gone, and I couldn’t sleep.
Wedged into the angle where the forest floor met a snoring Parker, my
ears were sharp for any sound. I listened hard to the night trying to distinguish the difference between plant-life rustling in the wind, acorns falling
onto the tarp, and the footfalls of an animal keen on ripping our tent apart
with its teeth. When the sun rose, I was already awake, feeling as if I hadn’t
slept at all.
But the day dawned bright and beautiful. We cooked bacon and eggs over
the fire for breakfast. We took off on a two-hour hike that ended at a waterfall,
swam in the Delaware River, and fished from the shore. Back at camp that
evening, we ate burgers on buns with onions and barbecue sauce, potatoes
roasted with peppers, baked beans, everything slightly burned. Lounging
around the campfire with river water in our hair, it felt good. Like we’d won.
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	I cracked a beer, tipped my head back, and was surprised to find that up
through the pines, tall as buildings over our heads, the sky was still day-blue.
Shadows had crept in along the ground as we’d cooked. Looking back, this is
likely why we didn’t notice him until he was right up on us.
“Oh my god,” said Parker, in a low voice that betrayed both astonishment
and fear, and made me look up immediately. At first he looked like the big
black dog we’d seen racing after a stick earlier that day, but this guy was
bulkier, wide as a wheelbarrow, and he moved slowly like a monster patiently
taking a city.
“We’re going to get up, and we’re going to walk away.”
	I felt proud of how quickly Parker seized control of the situation, but I
couldn’t move, my eyes fixed on the bear, waiting to see what he would do.
“Now!” Parker hissed. “We are all going to get up, and we’re going to walk
away.” This time I stood. And kind of walk/skipped through the trees to the
adjacent campsite where a middle-aged couple had just pulled out a pair of
pork chops.
“There’s a bear in our campsite,” I whispered, realizing I’d abandoned all
my stuff. I envisioned the bear ransacking our tents, devouring my iPhone,
my camera in a fit of rage.
“Yup,” said the man, barely looking up. “I see ’im.”
“You can get in our van if you like,” the man’s lady friend offered. I
straightened at their nonchalance, turned around.
Rather than bury his face in the picnic table covered in half eaten bags
of chips, green salsa, and packages of hot dogs and buns, he ambled right
up to the tree where we’d tied up our trash. After a moment of what looked
like thought, he expertly stood on his hind legs, rested one paw against the
trunk of the tree, and gently took the bag off the rope we’d tied it to. He then
sauntered away over the hill, holding the trash as if he were taking it out.
Ann turned to me her eyes the size of salad plates. “I have never seen a bear
while camping before!” She gripped my forearm, as if to say, ‘Please believe
me!’ As if I thought that, in an attempt to alleviate my fear, she’d lied the day
before. I did believe her. But that was beside the point. More than fear, now
I felt satisfaction. My worry had been warranted.
We deliberated for a moment—bear, campsites, children—and decided it
was best to alert the ranger, and so Seth and Ann took our rental car to the
lodge. Not a moment after they pulled away, Parker and I watched as the bear
lumbered back into view at a campsite across the way. He stopped in front of
a picnic table draped in mosquito netting.
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“Ohhh,” said Parker, with the same laughing inflection he uses when he
watches something explode on TV. “He’s going to destroy that thing!”
He had dug out my camera and was clicking away in the bear’s direction.
I felt giddy too, in the daylight and at a distance; I was ready to see some
destruction. But the show was not spectacular. After shifting his weight back
and forth for a moment, the bear merely walked on to the next site and then
the site after that until he’d walked out of view, at which point we saw a girl
run quickly in the other direction. I was disappointed to see him go, both
because I wanted to keep an eye on him—he was frightening, the size of a
pedicab and all that pent-up power roiling through his body—and because
I was hypnotized by him, by his beauty—sleek black coat, onyx eyes, and
velvet nose. I knew I had just witnessed something special, something I might
never see again. But he didn’t come back, and all was quiet until Seth and
Ann returned with the rangers.
Parker and I pointed them in the right direction. After they’d pulled away,
Ann frantically began cleaning up the picnic table, throwing everything
half eaten into a new trash bag, which she then shook in her outstretched
hand at Seth: “This was what he wanted; I don’t want it here.” She said this
with wide eyes and a smile, mocking her own panic, but was totally serious.
Seth shrugged, “I’ll take it to the Dumpster.” I offered to join him, jumping at the chance to use an actual toilet—there was one at the entrance to
the campground.
When we got there, we ran, once again, into the bear. He was stumbling
through the forest and turning at odd angles. He seemed confused; when
we stopped the car, rolled down the windows, I understood why. The rangers had driven their truck into the trees and were charging him with lights
on, sirens blaring. One ranger, who barely fit in his uniform, yelled
through a megaphone alternately at the bear: “Please leave our campsite!
We are asking you nicely!” and at the crowd of campers who had assembled behind him: “Back away! This bear is aggressive! He charged me! I’m
not kidding!”
Another ranger got out of the truck carrying a long, thin rifle. I looked at
Seth, raised my eyebrows.
“It’s a tranquilizer gun,” said Seth, one wrist hooked over the steering
wheel. “They’ll knock him out and drop him off somewhere else so he can’t
find his way back.”
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The energy of the crowd outside
our car had reached a frenzy. The
fat ranger was now more concerned
with keeping back a group of halfclad 20-somethings falling all over
themselves in excitement than he
was with the bear behind him. I
looked at the small, dark shape
turning circles in the trees amid the
flashing lights and the tinny screech
of the bullhorn, and felt an overwhelming sadness.
Seth rolled his eyes. “Idiots,” he
said. We dumped our trash, headed
Katherine Dykstra. PARKER CHEHAK
back to our campsite.
Seth and I told Parker and Ann
what we’d seen. We all wondered what the rangers would do, what would
become of the bear. Seth pointed out that he had seen a tag in the bear’s ear,
which likely meant that the bear had entered a campsite before. We agreed
the bear was young, not a cub, but maybe a tween, and we wondered whether
his mother would come looking for him. And when we were done talking
about that, we sat in uneasy silence in the growing dark. As if suddenly we
were unsure of our business there between those trees.
We stayed up late that night. We watched as all points of light around
our site were snuffed out until it was just us crouched around our campfire,
a glowing circle in the infinite dark. We roasted and ate an entire package
of hot dogs. We told stories of camping when we were kids, but didn’t quite
listen to one another. We drank Jameson out of a water bottle and killed an
entire case of beer, tossing our crushed empties in a pile on the ground, so
different from the night before when we took care to hide them in our tents,
open them under a cough, pour them in the shadows. The night before there
had been a circling car, a ranger we assumed on the lookout. Tonight he was
gone. We were alone. It was as if the rules no longer applied.
	Seth passed out in his chair and when he woke up again, he convinced us
that eating the second package of hot dogs was a good idea. Parker, drunk,
tried to engage us in a sing-along we’d once done at a party in LA, but the
mood was so different. I had managed to drink myself sober, alert in my
nylon chair.
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By 3 a.m., we were all spent and ready for it to be over, but early on, Seth
had put a four-foot-long log onto the fire; it still hadn’t burned into the pit,
and Parker insisted we wait up until the log fit.
“Everything must be contained in the pit,” he slurred. “That is the rule,
everything has to be contained.”
	I understood his meaning. There are certain rules one has to follow when
a guest in the wild. We needed to follow those rules, to finish what we had
started. I thought perhaps if we did, everything would be OK.
	Seth and Ann sat in their chairs, heads rolled back, sometimes speaking,
while I stood over the flame, maniacally twisting the log into the heart of the
fire as Parker knelt before it and blew.
When we finally crawled into our tents, I lay on my back, the beer buzzing
in my ears, and wondered what the rangers had done with the bear. I wasn’t
afraid anymore. Instead, I felt a part of the forest around me.
The next morning, hung over, slow moving, almost ashamed, we broke
down the tents, packed up the car. We put the rest of the food—potatoes,
eggs, bacon—all together in one pot, cooked it and called it cowboy mash.
I had one bite. It made me want to throw up. Then we went to the lodge to
check out.
“What happened with the bear last night,” I asked the woman behind the
counter as she stabbed a calculator with her pointer finger.
“He got aggressive, and he wouldn’t leave the campground, so they had to
kill him,” she said without looking at me.
My stomach sank. “They killed him?”
“He was aggressive and he wouldn’t leave the campground.”
“Of course he was aggressive,” said a leathery man who stood on the other
side of the register. “You were chasing him.”
“He was aggressive,” she repeated.
	I walked outside carrying the weight of what we had done.
“They killed him,” I said to the other three.
“I will never come back here again,” said the wife of the leathery man as
she came down the steps of the lodge. “He wasn’t aggressive. We were the first
people to see him at our campsite; he just walked in. I got my camera!”
We got back in our car and sat silent. All I could think is that we had left
the city, come out to the country, shot a bear, and now we were going home.
“It wasn’t our fault,” Ann said from the back seat.
“Yeah, he was tagged,” Seth said. “It was only a matter of time.”
“I know,” I said. And I did. And yet.
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When we told the story to our friends, families, coworkers, they said that
there was an overpopulation of bears in that area, that the rangers had to kill
him to protect the site. And of course, I didn’t want the bear to have hurt
anyone. But if the rangers were protecting the site, my question was, who was
protecting the bear?
	I flashed on a summer day when my brother John and I had arrived at
my mother’s house in North Carolina at the same time a man from animal
control was ridding the attic of a nest of bats. As they swooped out of the
house over our heads, hundreds of black shapes filling the air above us with
flapping wings and little screams, one fell to the concrete in front of me.
The Bat Man picked it up by the tips of its wings, and showed it to me—
little fangs and beady blinking eyes—I shrunk away, “Ew.”
“Aw,” said John, gently. “He’s just trying to be a bat.”

Katherine Dykstra is a writer, editor, and teacher who lives in Brooklyn, New York,
with her husband, Parker Chehak—the Parker in this story.
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The Ivory-Billed Woodpecker
Gone with the disappearance of virgin sweet gum
and oaks of Louisiana, hauled by wagon and rail,
dark heartwoods saved for fine furniture, second-rate
shipped north for the war. When the lumber companies
finished, there was little but a tangle of vines,
mud, islands of passed-over hackberry, and the last
ivory-billed woodpecker. I saw her in Mack’s Bayou—
head darting from the roost, glossy, blue-black,
amber eyes staring back, crest swept forward
in defiance, white beak chiseling the only cypress
left in that swamp.
Francis Lunney

Francis Lunney began writing poetry while a graduate student at the University
of New Hampshire. His poems have appeared in The Owen Wister Review and
Outside Bozeman magazine. He works as an elementary school reading specialist.
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Narragansett Marathon
Just before leaving his native Connecticut for Wyoming,
a young explorer finally takes a 50-mile trek
from his parents’ doorstep
Tom Fagin
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T

he oppressive warmth of the day diminished as the latesummer evening crept across the sky.
	It was that sticky, insect-infected heat that marks the end of August. With
daylight fading, cryptic shadows settled back into the woods. Familiar shapes
of trees became abstractions. A chorus of peepers chirped their waterfront
conversation along the shore. To me, their chatter sounded like a song for the
dying season.
Although the air gloated over the land, hot and humid, the tide had turned
against the excesses of summer. A revolution in the seasons was at hand.
And there I was, on the shore of a lake I had never visited before, even
though it is not so far from my home in southeastern Connecticut.
	It had taken my friend and me most of the day to hike there from my
doorstep, a bit over 20 miles along the Narragansett Trail and then just east of
the Rhode Island border.
We were near familiar territory, a stone’s throw from the places we had
grown up around. The difference was that we had retreated into the woods
not for a quick hike, but for a long-distance overnight trip.
We were walking instead of driving, getting drinking water out of streams
instead of faucets. Three miles was no quick hop in the car. It was an hour of
walking with bugs and heat for company. At the end of the day, we would
have to find a suitable place to put up a tent and cook a dinner that we
had carried in ourselves. We weren’t just walking on the land; we were relying
on it.
	Sure, I had gone on expeditions like these, but usually they were up
in the mountains of New Hampshire or Maine—at least four hours of
driving from home, often more than that. But now I had successfully removed
myself from the familiar just by strapping on a pack and walking.
	I was in the woods and worried about woods things, not the abstract,
complicated questions about what I would do when I got out.
	I’d graduated from college about a year before and spent most of the time
since living with my parents, scrounging up funds with a part-time reporting
job. Going home to work kept me in familiar territory, but I felt dislocated
in my life’s arc. Growing up, I had imagined that at this point, I would be in
some distant place, in some grand adventure. Years later, I was still thinking
along those lines.

High Ledge, in eastern Connecticut, rises as a dark mass, its sides littered with shattered
rocks from the last ice age. TOM FAGIN
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When I looked for new jobs or cities I would like to live in, I looked west
where the mountains were tall and there were yet miles of uninhabited land.
The great American myth of self-determination lurked out there somewhere,
I decided. There was a strong possibility that I would never find what I was
looking for, but I wanted to at least try putting roots down elsewhere and
thereby redefine myself on new ground.
Meanwhile, I was in Connecticut with no 14,000-foot mountains close
by. If I couldn’t leave, maybe I could do some worthy exploring close at hand.
There were 27 miles of the Narragansett Trail, which started about a mile away
from my parents’ house.
From its western endpoint at the silica cliffs of Lantern Hill, the littleknown pathway winds through Pachaug State Forest, Connecticut’s biggest
state park. It goes between the secretive stands of pines and the dense groves
of mountain laurel to where it ends on the other side of the Rhode Island
border. Boulders, dragged up by ancient glaciers, still lie scattered over hills
and rest beneath the shade of the oaks and hickory.
For years, I had thought that one day I would lace up my boots and hike
from my door to the other end of the trail. Instead, I’d procrastinated and
bumped the idea down the schedule to make room for other adventures or
unforeseen commitments.
	I might have just waffled on the trip forever if I hadn’t had my friend
Andrew to motivate me. Andrew likes adventures, even if the purpose isn’t
entirely clear to anyone. The December of our sophomore year in college,
he and his buddies decided to take his parents’ car and see how far we could
drive it north. Within a couple of days of nonstop driving, I was standing,
shirtless, with Andrew, his friend Sean, and brother Jon on the southern shore
of Hudson Bay. It made an awesome photograph with the piles of jagged ice
in the background.
Andrew liked my Narragansett Trail idea plenty. We were confident
that after all our lengthy hiking in the Appalachians, a backwoods stroll in
Connecticut wouldn’t be much challenge. But in a way, it was.
	Neither of us had hiked much more than 20 miles in a day. Now, we
were going to go 27 miles twice in a row. And that was assuming that
we tented exactly at the other end. If we didn’t make it that far the first
day, we would have to cover more than 30 miles the second day. It would
be made more challenging by the fact that the land rolls. There may not
be any big mountains in my neck of the woods, but there is plenty of up
and down.
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Even if Connecticut doesn’t have the extreme climate of Death Valley or
Patagonia, it is still important to stay cool during the day, warm during the
night, purify stream water, and bring food—a stove too if you want it warm.
Before any multiday hike, it is also useful not to stay up late packing and
working on an article due the next day, lose sleep, and then get a really late
start. Of course, that is exactly what I did.
By the time Andrew rolled in that morning and I had finished last-minute
packing, it was already 10:30 a.m. The chances that we would reach the end
of the trail by the end of the day weren’t looking too hot.
We set off in our hiking gear through my neighborhood, big packs on
our backs. To people mowing their lawns, out and about on a summer day,
we were a strange sight indeed. It looked like some parody of someone
else’s adventure.
	I’m just glad no one asked if I was running away from home.
Finally, we cut off the road, up a steep embankment into the concealment
of the trees. We were on our way to the summit of Lantern Hill, where we
would start along the trail.
Even though we had barely begun, the summer heat was already squeezing
the sweat out of us, drenching our backs. Lantern Hill, which is less than 500
feet tall, still had us puffing under the weight of our packs. We stopped at the
summit to unload our burdens and restore ourselves with slugs of water. It
was about 11 a.m. I was hoping that in the remains of the day, we would be
able to cover at least 25 miles.
We had miles to hike in the heat, but we encountered scenes of uncommon
beauty, scattered among the mundane.
The hour after we came off Lantern Hill, we descended to a landfill,
crossed a road, and then wound through the sweaty woods on a downhill
pitch until we popped out at a freshly mown field.
	Shortly after, we found a quiet millpond and dunked our heads in to get
cool. Only a stone’s throw away, a river of vehicles was going up and down
Route 2, on the road between Connecticut casinos and Rhode Island beaches.
Still dripping, we found our break in the traffic and scurried across to where
the trail followed a country road on the east side.
	Soon, we dipped back into the trees, the clamor of traffic receding in
our ears. We had about five miles to go to get to High Ledge, which, I
decided, should be our next stop. The path took us up a steep hill and
back down into a dell where a beaver dam had flooded several dozen acres
of woods.
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The beauty of that backdrop was no simple scenery; it contained the
whole drama of catastrophe, death, and rejuvenation.
The trees were drowned, but the flooded land was passionately alive. The
air rang with the chirps of peepers and insects. At our approach, a great blue
heron exploded into flight, abandoning the fishing spot for refuge in high
branches. The water reflected the blue and the clouds from overhead, a mirror image framed by the green sedges and the wildflowers that grew along the
periphery. Below the surface, water bugs scrounged amid the pond detritus.
We walked past the solemn scene like solitary pilgrims along the water’s
edge. The wet ground squished beneath our soles.
A drowned army of trees, bare of leaf and bleached by sun, stood sentinel
in the water, their skeletal arms jabbing at the blue sky. The sight of them,
hundreds strong, towering above us, only reinforced the ceremonial feeling of
the place. And yet the flowers, birds, and insects, alive under the sky, dispelled
any inherent gloominess about the scene.
We left the pond quietly and reentered the dim cover of the woods. Here,
a shadowy bulk of rock formations loomed behind trees.
Eventually we came to High Ledge itself, which rose as a dark mass, its
sides littered with the shattered rocks and boulders scraped out of the land by
the last ice age. We climbed a steep pitch, out from the wet darkness, toward
the sun and a light breeze.
From the top, we could look down over miles of green-topped canopy
and the cool waters of Wyassup Lake. We let the wind carry off some of the
damp sweatiness that we had brought with us from the woods. Here, we took
a short rest for sandwiches and enjoyed a respite from the heat. Below us, a
sea of trees waved lazily with the gusts of wind. We filled our stomachs as we
watched, taking in nourishment as we did the view.
There were other bodily needs to attend to, however; water was one
of them.
We left the ledge and descended to a wooded valley, where we found a
trickle of a stream. Having drained both the one-liter bottles I had brought
with me, I set about refilling them with murky water. I took a cup and poured
it down through a head net, successfully filtering out the larger particles. The
liquid retained its yellow tinge, acquired from the tannin of leaves that fell
upstream. Finally, I added some Aquamira drops to even the odds against
water-borne nasties.
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Andrew Piccirillo tends the stove under the pines near camp.

TOM FAGIN

That purified yellow drink was to sustain me through the rest of the day. We
had already burned away a good part of the light, but were committed to hiking as much as time and energy allowed.
As the afternoon gave out, we came to the Green Falls River, which flows
through a steep-sided canyon closed in by dark pines. It was more of a brook,
really, gurgling along its stony bottom as it made its way. We went the opposite direction of the current, taking delicate steps over the slippery rocks and
roots. Moss grew everywhere, exploiting every moist surface.
Andrew and I climbed up to a nineteenth-century dam at Green Falls
Pond, ate some trail mix, and soaked our heads again. We were still probably about 10 miles from the trail terminus in Rhode Island. By now, I had
accepted that we would need to pitch my tent before we got there. New
clouds overhead threatened. At around 6 in the evening, we came to the
Rhode Island border. Another half-hour of trail took us to the delightfully
named Yawgoog Pond. Andrew and I stopped by the edge of the water, looking out across to the Boy Scout camp on the other side.
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Though not an official tent site, our spot beneath the pine trees was a
tenter’s dream, a flat surface, cushioned by soft needles. I wearily removed my
pack, and we set about setting up our shelter for the night.
For the dinner course, I had brought along some dried-up mashed potato
to heat over a can of Sterno. Tired as we were, the rehydrated flakes of starch,
mixed up with salt and garlic powder, were five-star fare.
We had our rest. As for relaxation, there was not so much.
	Shortly after we had finished eating, the dark clouds fulfilled their promise with a brutal downpour that forced us inside the tent for refuge. I tossed
for hours before nodding off briefly. Around 4 a.m., I awoke to the clamor
of wind and the realization that water was leaking through the ceiling. The
fabric walls punched in at me with each gust of wind and the floor curled
upward. With nothing else to do, I rolled over in the dampness and waited
for morning.
	It would have been nice to get more sleep, considering the big day that
loomed ahead of us. Lying in my bag, I felt the stiffness in my leg muscles.
As tired as I was, I knew that the next day would be even more taxing than
the first.
	It’s a funny way to wake up, enclosed within a small, wet fabric structure,
knowing that somehow, for whatever crazy reason, I had walked there by
choice and that I was about to put myself through more of the same.
After we woke up, we hung our dampened sleeping bags to dry on
tree limbs and made a mush of oatmeal using pond water for the breakfast
course.
We still had about two and a half miles to go before hitting the eastern
end of the Narragansett Trail. From there, we’d turn around and go about
27 miles to reach the western end of the trail—and then walk back to my
parents’. Andrew and I agreed that the way to cover the short section to the
eastern terminus would be as a blitz hike, sans packs, with only some water,
trail mix, and the camera in a stuff sack.
We ran most of the way to the end, leaping over logs, plunging through
stands of laurel. Here and there, an outstretched branch would slap us
with cold rainwater. It was a better wake-up than coffee. Some of the
rowdiest terrain that we encountered on that hike was along Ell Pond,
whose shores were populated with laurel bushes and house-sized boulders. This was the point along the journey when we pushed ourselves hard.
We wanted to leave enough time to turn it all around and get back
home that night.
98 Appalachia

Appalachia_WS2013_PRESSPROOF_11.6.indd 98

11/6/12 5:19 PM

My heart rushed as I pounded my boots over the terrain, over the rocky
slopes and over logs. I was pushing myself as hard as I would push myself anywhere else. I could take that challenge that I wanted for right then, I didn’t
need to go west for it if I could create it from the elements that I had right
next to me.
We were getting close to the end of the trail, I knew, the culmination of
all those miles behind us.
Except that when we got there, there was no sign or anything at the end,
just a gravel road and a house on the other side where a guy was mowing
his lawn.
“We did it!”
	It didn’t have to be anything more than it was. I wasn’t interested in making any big ceremony of it. So we sat down in the sun at Ashville Pond, celebrating our success with handfuls of victory trail mix and slugs of water.
Then we turned around.
It took us until nightfall to get back to my doorstep.
With just five miles to go, Andrew pulled a muscle, which reduced him to a
lurch as we returned over Lantern Hill. All told, we logged something more
than 30 miles that day, more than anything we’d done before.
When we had left the neighborhood the day before, goofy packs strapped
to our backs, the whole thing might have seemed like a crazy pipe dream. As
we returned, in the cover of darkness, no one would have seen us returning
through the neighborhood, covered with dirt and looking as if we had fallen
out of another dimension. If they had, I wouldn’t have cared. We had proven
we could do it. I’d have been happy to tell them about the fine adventure just
a couple miles yonder.
Andrew and I capped our adventure at the doorstep, going into the
living room that looked basically the same as when we had started out some
30 hours earlier.
Even in that short amount of time, I felt that I had paid some dues
to the place where I had grown up and had come back with a little more
respect for it. How ungrateful would it have been for me to eschew this local
adventure before I left for glamorous expeditions in far-flung places? There
is a quiet beauty to the Connecticut woods. It might not trumpet itself like
Teton peaks or the cataracts of the Niagara River, but its drama waits to be
found in places like the beaver pond we’d seen. Going out on foot, we could
spot these tiny worlds and appreciate their significance.
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Tom Fagin on the shore of Ashville Pond.
ANDREW PICCIRILLO

There, a stream was no mere
stream but a source of necessary
water. We measured distance and
topography in effort and fatigue.
Contrast this with the convenience
of driving, removed from physical
exertion and the weather, when it is
all too easy to forget the realities of
the landscape. My short marathon
through the woods was still too brief
to absorb even a fraction of these
truths, but it brought me closer to
the land I had grown out of.
Which is funny, because I would
be leaving soon.

A month and a half later, I was on the highway driving
west, going away from the trees of home out to the wide, empty spaces of
Wyoming. I was leaving because of a job, but also because of the itch for travel
I’d felt since I had left college. I wanted to know what kind of person I would
become in a new environment. It would be many months before I set foot on
the East Coast again.
That hike of the Narragansett feels like the parting hug now. Perhaps it is
a keepsake like any other souvenir or snapshot. I have that memory on the
shelf. I pick it up sometimes, when I want to think about the adventures that
I had back home on a wild landscape that had been there all along.

Tom Fagin, a 2010 graduate of Union College, grew up in Ledyard, Connecticut,
and spent many years hiking in the Northeast. He works as a reporter in Gillette,
Wyoming, and blogs about adventures at tomsonthemove.blogspot.com.
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Refraction
I go to Walden Pond to convert my solitude. It’s dinnertime, sun low to the
water, trees in alpenglow. Believing there are no sharks, I let my legs dangle.
On my back, slightly submerged, I watch the sun through a few inches of
clear water, as it wobbles and spreads its warm diffused rays—spears of light,
flexing saddles of it. Each bubble reflects the light, vibrating above my face.
I’m floating in the refractions of the sky.
Nothing comes to me. No giant creature opens its jaws on my back.
I’m in the water, every cell cooling, my mind on fire with beauty. It’s not a
musical—no children show up to sing about how happy we are, and the
wise old people don’t dance on shore to welcome me home. But cradled by
the water I feel the beast retreat. Yes, I am alone, and no, that show of light
and color is not for me—it merely exists in implacable nature. Right now I
can float in it.
Cammy Thomas

Cammy Thomas’s first book, Cathedral of Wish (Four Way Books, 2005), won the
2006 Norma Farber First Book Award from the Poetry Society of America. Her
second book, Our Dark Game, is forthcoming from Four Way. Her poems have
appeared in the journals Agenda, Eclipse, The Healing Muse, Ibbetson Street Press,
Runes, and Sahara, among others.
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Accidents

T

he 2011–2012 winter season was yet another poor excuse
for a classic New England winter. This affected search-and-rescue
operations in the White Mountains of New Hampshire. In every month
between November 2011 and April 2012, the Mount Washington Observatory
recorded below-average precipitation and above-average temperatures. The
winter, by most accounts, never even arrived until April. March was by far
the most extreme departure from the norm with the average temperature
a whopping 9.3 degrees Fahrenheit above normal and the total melted
precipitation 5.83 inches below the long-term average. Five times during
March, temperatures exceeded previous highs. April was the closest to
“normal” conditions and marked the change of the weather pattern with
record-breaking low temperatures.
The Mount Washington Avalanche Center didn’t issue its first daily
avalanche advisory for the season until January 5. It was mid-January
before the observatory completed its first top-to-bottom trip on the Mount
Washington Auto Road via the motorized vehicle called the Snow Cat. These
conditions allowed more snow-free hiking than at any time in recent memory.
The weather was often more forgiving than usual, and deep snow stymied
fewer hikers. New Hampshire Fish and Game officers responded to only
60 search-and-rescue incidents during the first two fiscal periods covering
most of last winter.
The debate in New Hampshire’s legislature about how to pay for searches
and rescues continued. For the first time, lawmakers allocated $50,000 of the
general fund to these incidents.
Two people died hiking on Mount Washington. The unusual weather
conditions can be considered contributing factors for both incidents, the
first because a falling hiker hit rocks that are usually buried in the floor of
Tuckerman Ravine, and the second because the March melt created unique
crevasse hazards in the same ravine. Details on both incidents appear later.
	Several noteworthy changes occurred within the White Mountain searchand-rescue community. Lieutenant Jim Goss became the leader of NHFG’s
Specialized Search and Rescue Team when Todd Bogardus retired after many
years of service. Goss will lead the team of sixteen trained conservation
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officers who respond to a wide variety of incidents around the state. The
New Hampshire Army National Guard 238th Medevac Company received
the New Hampshire Congressional Law Enforcement Award for its rescue of
two hikers on Franconia Ridge back on February 11, 2008. A new group, the
Mount Washington Valley Swift Water Rescue Team, formed to assist with
water-based rescues, filling a serious void. Finally, the community mourned
the passing of Nancy Lyon, president and operational leader of New England
K-9 Search and Rescue. Lyon epitomized the dedication of the volunteers
who play a critical role under the command of NHFG. She spent 23 years
with her team, assisted on countless searches, and probably was the person
least likely to miss the monthly meeting of the White Mountain Search and
Rescue Working Group. She will be sadly missed.

Equipment Failure
Evan E., age 24, of Buxton, Maine, set out for an overnight trip on the
Franconia Ridge on Friday, February 3, 2012. He had researched his route and
made a backup plan just in case the weather went foul or he was moving slowly.
As an experienced winter hiker, he’d spent time in both the Adirondacks
and the White Mountains in winter and knew which equipment to take.
He created a detailed itinerary for his adventure and left it with his family.
At first, everything seemed to go as planned. The travel wasn’t too difficult
and the weather was reasonable. The morning was sunny with scattered high
clouds. He made good time on his ascent of Mount Lafayette, at 5,260 feet
the sixth-highest peak in New Hampshire, but he broke a snowshoe. That
slowed him down but didn’t seem like a deal-breaker. Evan figured that the
going should be easier when he reached the windswept area above treeline
where he’d probably trade his snowshoes for crampons. The forecast for the
higher summits called for increasing clouds in the afternoon with snow that
would be measured by tenths of an inch. He decided to keep going.
After summiting Lafayette, Evan headed south on the exposed ridge
toward Mount Lincoln. The wind had picked up, but the trail covers a mere
mile between the two summits, and it wasn’t much past noon. Evan planned
to continue on the exposed ridge past Lincoln, over Little Haystack, and then
descend on the Liberty Spring Trail to the west. He would spend the night
at Liberty Spring Tentsite not far below treeline. His Plan B was to go only
as far as Little Haystack and then descend the Falling Waters Trail. It was
a significantly shorter route than his primary plan, but as one of the most
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popular loops in the White Mountains, it offered a consolation prize that he
could easily embrace.
Before long, conditions on the ridge began to deteriorate. Without trees
or topography to shield him, Evan felt the full force of the elements. The
wind picked up out of the northwest, and Evan tried hard to stay on the
trail. Eventually he decided to descend to the ridge’s lee side, thinking this
would provide better walking. He was wrong. Deep snowdrifts slowed him
to a crawl, and he battled for every inch of forward progress. He labored until
exhausted and was soon overcome by a sense that he had pushed himself into
a position that he couldn’t escape.
Evan hunkered down and contemplated using the personal locator beacon
that he carried. Instead, he turned on his cell phone and realized that he had
adequate service to make a call. With much anxiety, Evan called his father
to tell him of his predicament. His father called NHFG (using the number
Evan had listed in the trip itinerary). Then NHFG conservation officer Kevin
Jordan called Evan directly. By now it was about 2:45 p.m. Evan’s voice was
riddled with anxiety when the two connected, and he stated quite clearly, “I
need help.” He was mentally and physically exhausted by breaking trail in
snow that he described as being over his head. He asked if a helicopter could
retrieve him because he was getting cold and a storm was moving in from
Lafayette. He told Jordan that he doubted that he would make it if he didn’t
get help. The officer said a helicopter was very unlikely in the current conditions but that he’d work on getting rescuers to Evan.
	On the phone Evan had given global positioning system coordinates of his
location, but Jordan checked a map and realized that the coordinates must
be wrong because, even though Evan had explained he was on the Franconia
Ridge, the GPS numbers pointed to the other side of Interstate 93. Jordan
told Evan to get in his sleeping bag and call 911 directly so that the emergency
system could plot his location from his phone’s location. Those coordinates
showed that Evan was indeed on the Franconia Ridge, just 0.2 mile north of
Mount Lincoln, still short of his Plan B bailout route. He was told to stay put.
Evan dug a hole in the snow to escape the wind, crawled inside his sleeping
bag, and waited.
	NHFG conservation officers Brad Morse and Heidi Murphy went up the
Falling Waters Trail to the summit of Little Haystack and then headed north
toward Lincoln with an extra pair of snowshoes. Shortly before 9 p.m., they
called Evan, asking him to blow his emergency whistle every few minutes and
wave his flashlight. At approximately 9:10 p.m., they located him 200 feet off
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the Franconia Ridge Trail. The officers packed a pathway in the deep snow
back up to the trail, gave Evan a pair of working snowshoes, and led him
down the Falling Waters Trail, reaching the trailhead at midnight.
Comment: Evan carried the right equipment, he researched his route, and
he checked the weather. He seemed to have done everything right, so how
did things go wrong? The answer is not straightforward, but in this case, it
relates to his hiking alone and the way he made decisions. When Evan broke
his snowshoe, he figured that the ridge would be windswept enough that he
wouldn’t need it later on. A partner might have asked, “What if it’s not as
windswept as you’re hoping? What about the three miles when we head down
from the ridge?”
A good partner will call you out when you’re falling into the mental traps
that can harbor bad decision making. As a survival mechanism, humans
have evolved to be able to make quick decisions even when we’re missing
information or we don’t have time to process it all. Sometimes quick
thinking is critical, and there is no room for analysis paralysis. Other times,
our decisions are made by mental shortcuts or heuristics. “I’ve done this a
hundred times before, so it will be fine,” is a common heuristic trap where
people become complacent and don’t assess the conditions as they should.
Another is to base decisions on just the information that supports your choice,
paying little attention to anything contradictory. This is the tragic flaw of the
optimist. Telling myself that it’s going to get better if I can just suffer through
this little bit is how I’ve done some of my best work painting myself into a
corner.
Would a more thorough evaluation of his gear beforehand have brought
to light the imminent failure of his snowshoes? It’s possible, but we can’t
know for sure. How often do we go through all of our hiking gear in such
painstaking detail? Experience tells us that things do break and usually
it happens at the worst time possible. Before I go on such trips, I check
those items on which my life depends: stove, headlamp, cell phone, and, if
I’m going near avalanche-prone terrain, an avalanche beacon.
When I’m climbing with ropes on rock and ice, I do check all of my gear,
so why not the same level of attention with all of my hiking equipment?
When I’m on foot, I know I can easily improvise as situations demand
it. Improvisation is a critical skill for a long and enjoyable life full of
mountain adventures.
	I had a snowshoe catastrophe similar to Evan’s a number of years ago.
I was guiding a group on a winter traverse of the Mahoosuc Range, a daunting
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objective. It wasn’t my idea but my boss’s and he was going to be the second
guide, so I asked myself, “What better adventure could you possibly get paid
for?” Late on day two, I was breaking trail, when I slid down a steep granite
slab covered by a dusting of snow. I stayed on my feet until near the bottom,
when I unexpectedly went snowshoes over teakettle. I stood up, brushed the
snow from my face, and quickly realized that I had ripped the binding clear
off the snowshoe. Luckily, we were close to Carlo Col, our camp for the night,
and the snow was manageable if you weren’t breaking trail. That night, I spent
half an hour reattaching the bindings with a length of cord I had stashed in
my pack. Knowing that it would see some serious abrasion, I covered the
vulnerable layers with a few wraps of duct tape that I had stored on my hiking
pole. Presto! I now had snowshoe bindings that were probably stronger than
the original equipment. In fact, I used them for several more close-to-theroad outings.
	Of course, I had help from my partners. When my snowshoe broke, I
moved to the back of the line and let others break trail. Hiking alone, Evan
had no such option. A partner also could have helped fix a broken snowshoe
or might have insisted they throw in the towel when the snowshoe broke. A
partner might have convinced Evan to make camp in the place he waited for
more than six hours. I enjoy a good solo hike as much as the next guy, but I
recognize that when doing so I expose myself to a greater degree of risk.

Caught in a Dog Fight
On Sunday, March 11, 2012, Pat M. took her 6-year-old golden retriever,
Dory, for a walk to enjoy the springtime sun and rising temperatures.
She chose Town Hall Road, an unplowed seasonal road in Intervale,
New Hampshire, which eventually turns into the Slippery Brook Trail. The
area is popular year-round, providing access to Mountain Pond, the East
Branch of the Saco River, and some pleasant trails and dirt roads. In the
winter, the hikers are joined by cross-country skiers, snowmobilers, and the
occasional dogsled team.
Pat began her walk from the end of the plowed road where a couple of cars
were parked along with a truck outfitted with sled dog kennels on the back.
She recognized the vehicle from the year before, when she’d seen the musher
running his dogs while she was hiking with a friend and his two dogs. She
knew there would be a sled dog team on the road somewhere and was looking
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forward to seeing them. Mushing is a rare but growing activity in the White
Mountains, and the sight of a team rushing by is something to behold.
	Snowmobile traffic had packed the snow on the road, but the edges were
untracked, soft, and knee-deep to a human. Pat and Dory started their walk
at around 8:00 a.m. and covered about a mile before turning around above
the East Branch Trail junction to hike back out. Pat heard the dog team coming behind them, and she grabbed Dory’s collar and stepped off the road into
the deep snow on the downhill side of the road to let the team pass.
	Standing off the road and holding the dog’s collar, she listened as the
musher shouted commands at his dogs trying to keep them headed downhill
and away from the distraction that she and Dory presented. The lead dogs
passed by, but an instant later, all seven of the dogs turned around and went
straight for Dory. In a tangled mess of teeth and fur, the dogs dragged Dory
onto the road. Pat battled her way out of the deep snow and again grabbed
Dory’s collar, trying to pull her out of the fray. In the melee, Dory bit Pat’s
hands several times while trying to defend herself from the other dogs.
	Scott I., the musher, finally managed to pull the team back a few feet.
Pat pulled Dory farther away. She lay on top of her dog. Blood covered her
hands and the nearby snow. As soon as she could, Pat got to her feet and
started quickly walking down the road, leaving Scott and his team behind.
Her hands were bruised, bleeding, and swelling fast. She didn’t have a first aid
kit but used her coat as a sling to keep the hand with greater damage elevated
to control the bleeding. It took them an hour to walk back to the car. Several
snowmobilers going in the opposite direction slowed down to pass, but they
didn’t stop, and Pat pushed on. Halfway out, Pat was able to reach a friend
on her cell phone. Her friend met her in the parking lot with members of the
Jackson Fire Department, and they bandaged her wounds and looked over
Dory. Scott came out of the trail with his team about ten minutes later and
came to see how they were.
Pat went to Memorial Hospital in North Conway, where she was treated
for the multiple cuts on her hands. She left with eight stitches and lasting
nerve damage in one finger. Dory was basically fine, the thick coat on her rear
end saving her from being badly bitten.
Comment: I believe that the main problems here were Scott’s inability to
control his animals, and Pat’s decision to grab Dory’s collar during the fight,
but let me explain. When entering the White Mountain National Forest,
some of the welcome signs call the area “the land of many uses.” Most people
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understand this to mean that timber harvests are allowed in national forests,
but the designation covers many recreational uses that aren’t typically allowed
in national parks: snowmobiling, hunting, mountain biking, and hobby
mineral collecting. With all of this fun, conflicts can arise. In some areas,
these conflicts have required very restrictive management. For example, the
highly scenic Tahoe Rim Trail in California attracts hikers, mountain bikers,
and equestrians. The three groups have had enough problems that bikes are
allowed on some sections on alternating days only. Other sections are limited
only to hiking traffic.
The WMNF has successfully managed potential conflicts between user
groups so that most areas are open to all types of public use unless prohibited
by federal law (such as biking on the Appalachian Trail). I believe that
the key to success is how people act. Respect and courtesy no matter
what your activity should be the norm. Be mindful of how your activity will
affect others.
When Scott selected his route for the day, he contemplated using the
unplowed Bear Notch Road, but past experience had made him feel that
the heavy snowmobile traffic would make it difficult to be safe and have
fun with his team. He decided to go to Town Hall Road, where the chance
of running into snowmobiles, hikers, and skiers was possible but far less
likely. Pat, meanwhile, showed respect for the dog team by stepping
off the side of the trail and giving them the right of way. After her
accident, when Pat was walking out, the snowmobilers showed respect by
slowing down, though it is unclear why they didn’t stop to see if she was
OK. It is possible that they didn’t see her injuries. She did not try to flag
them down for assistance.
With all this in mind, the main factor that I believe caused this incident
was Scott’s inability to control his animals. Granted, it is difficult enough to
control a single dog. It’s hard to imagine what it must be like to create order
and obedience from seven sled dogs that are closer to their wild origins. But
that is the responsibility of a dog owner in public. Many municipalities have
leash laws, but the WMNF requires leashes only in developed sites such as
roadside campgrounds and picnic areas. In other areas, pets must be under
control at all times. This may mean a leash or voice control depending on the
relationship between the dog and its owner.
(Pet policies are different in national parks, where dogs generally are
limited to certain trails, parking lots, cars, or within 100 feet of the road.
They must be on a 6-foot or shorter leash at all times.)
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	I sometimes take my dog, Swami, out on the trails. If I expect it to be
busy where I’m going, the pooch stays behind or remains on a leash. It’s not
because I don’t trust her but because there’s far too great a chance that we’ll
encounter an aggressive unleashed dog or someone who is petrified of dogs.
I also know that Swami isn’t good around skis (possibly because of the herding genes in her mixed-breed background) and that when skiers come along,
I no longer have voice control. Our winter hiking options are limited to using
a leash for the entire hike or going to the places where I’m confident we won’t
see anyone skiing. I’d be lying if I said that I knew how my dog would act 100
percent of the time. I’d also be mistaken if I said that I always know where
people won’t ski. But I do my best with that.
Last, if you ever are witness to a dogfight, think twice before stepping
in. The key is avoiding conflict. If you can separate the dogs before they get
physical, everyone will be much better off. A stern “No!” may work when
they’re still snarling at each other, but once they start biting, words have little
effect. Grabbing a collar is generally people’s natural reaction, but it is almost
always how people are bitten trying to break up a fight. Recently, I was in
an emergency room (not for me luckily!) when a man came in who, like Pat,
had been bitten by the family dog when he tried to restrain it during a fight.
When dogs fight, they are completely in survival mode and don’t have time
to process all of the information; they react quickly rather than question who
might be grabbing their collar. Many mushers swear by feet rather than hands
because you at least have the protection of a boot, but bites on the lower
leg are also common. Others insist that grabbing a dog by its rear legs and
pulling them up and back is the way to go. I personally don’t want to get my
face down any closer to two brawling dogs than I have to. I recommend you
don’t either.

Lost Beneath the Snow
On April 1, 2012, Norman P., age 67, of Boston, started hiking up Mount
Washington with his son, Seth, and two others. The father and son were
accomplished hikers, and they climbed Washington each year. They ascended
via the Lion Head Trail, but when they reached the summit cone, they
decided that it was getting late and that they ought to turn around. Instead
of retracing their route, they decided to descend the Tuckerman Ravine Trail.
Little snow had fallen that year, but the trail still was completely buried (as is
customary for April).
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The snow was hard and icy, and they moved very slowly as they tried to
navigate their way down the Lip, a convexity (often called a rollover) at the
top of the ravine in an area that approaches a 45-degree slope. No one in the
group was wearing winter mountaineering boots, and only Norman wore
crampons. They all had ski poles, though no one was carrying an ice ax to
arrest a sliding fall. At approximately 3:45 p.m., when Seth was approximately
40 feet lower than his father, Norman fell and began sliding downhill, rapidly
gathering speed. He didn’t appear to be trying to stop his slide, and it is
possible that he was knocked unconscious when he initially fell. Seth tried
to stop his father as he went sliding by, but he lost his own footing and also
began to slide down the slope. Norman slid right into an open crevasse as
Seth slid beside it.
	Seth and the other group members went to the edge of the crevasse and
shouted to Norman but got no response. They threw jackets and headlamps
into the hole in the hope that he was alive deep under the snowpack. One
member of the group quickly descended to Hermit Lake along with a
bystander to summon help.
U.S. Forest Service snow rangers were notified at 4 p.m. and began
traveling to Pinkham Notch. Meanwhile, the Appalachian Mountain Club
caretaker at Hermit Lake hiked to the ravine to gather information and haul
up some of the equipment that would be necessary for the rescue. Additional
help was requested from Mountain Rescue Service and Androscoggin Valley
Search and Rescue, and the caretaker from the Harvard Mountaineering
Club cabin, the AMC, and the Mount Washington Observatory provided
other organizational support.
	Once the snow rangers were on the scene, they established snow anchors
and lowered one of the rangers into the crevasse. He was 40 feet below the
opening when he called that he could go no farther. The crevasse narrowed to
a small tunnel and the potential for collapse made further descent too risky.
He could see another 40 feet down the slot and Norman was nowhere in
sight. Shouts into the icy depths went unreturned. The other rescuers raised
the snow ranger back to the surface. Darkness and the magnitude of the
hazards forced the search to be suspended for the evening. They returned first
thing in the morning, but again the decision was made not to go into the
hazardous crevasse.
	Over the next couple of weeks, the snow rangers monitored conditions
and visually inspected the crevasse, but further descents posed too many risks
for a recovery. On May 20, the snow rangers were able to get under the
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snowpack via a hole that had opened farther downslope. From this access
point, they could see Norman’s body located 90 feet farther in. That night,
they formulated a plan, and the following morning when the snowpack was
least likely to collapse, they were able to climb underneath the snow and
recover the body approximately 125 feet below the opening through which
Norman had fallen.
Comment: On the day of the accident, two snow rangers climbed around
the ravine assessing the magnitude of the crevasse hazard. They used avalanche
probes to investigate the extent of the crevassing, which often extends beyond
the visible opening. Numerous crevasses existed that day, and the pair used
roped techniques to assess the holes with a reasonable margin of safety. In
addition to the crevasses, the snow conditions were extremely icy, making
crampons and ice axes necessary equipment. These conditions had been
forecast in the avalanche advisory for Tuckerman Ravine posted at 8:15 a.m.
the day of the accident. It read:
With the frozen surfaces comes the potential for very dangerous sliding falls.
Every year we see numerous people climbing very steep and icy slopes (e.g.,
the Lip) without an ice axe and crampons . . . even very experienced mountaineers with all the right equipment would still have a very difficult time
self-arresting under the current conditions on some slopes in Tuckerman, so
play it safe.

Crampons and an ice ax should be used in any terrain where a long sliding
fall is possible or when significant hazards such as cliffs or other hazards loom
below your route. When the conditions are as they were, these tools add a
certain margin of safety, but they are not a magic bullet. Another basic tenet
of travel in steep terrain was discussed in the same day’s advisory:
Climb up what you plan to descend. This gives you an opportunity to check
for hazards such as crevasses at a leisurely pace.

It is unlikely that the group was aware of the magnitude of the crevasses
below them or that the snow was so icy throughout the ravine. If they were,
it is unlikely that they would have chosen this route. Conditions can change
rapidly, but that day they were fairly constant. Norman and Seth had been
to Tuckerman Ravine many times, but their assessment of the hazards was
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largely tainted by previous trips with more forgiving conditions when they
skied the Bowl after accessing it from the bottom.
Within days of the accident, new snow had partially obscured the crevasse
into which Norman had fallen. One skier came down through the Lip and
came within a yard of the hole. When a snow ranger spoke with him after
his descent, he said that he had no idea his route was hazardous beyond the
obvious steepness.

A Warning Ignored
Norman was the second fatality of the 2012 winter season in Tuckerman
Ravine. Patrick P., age 46, of Mansfield, Massachusetts, successfully climbed
to the summit via Lion Head on Monday, January 9, 2012. At 1:30 p.m. on
the summit, he spoke with another hiker, who tried to convince him not to
descend through the ravine. Patrick was unprepared for winter conditions
in the mountains. He wore a nylon windbreaker over a cotton sweatshirt.
He also had no ice ax and wore lightweight traction footwear rather than
standard crampons. The concerned hiker loaned him sunglasses, food, and
a hiking pole, hoping that he would be better prepared for whatever route
he ultimately chose. When Patrick failed to show up at the Pinkham Notch
Visitor Center after sundown, the hiker went to the information desk and
expressed his concern. When he hadn’t shown up an hour later, the man
decided to start up the trail looking for him.
At approximately 8:30 p.m., the AMC caretaker at Hermit Lake spotted
a light traversing back and forth above the Lip. The light soon fell rapidly
from its position straight down the headwall and out of sight. The caretaker
immediately notified the snow rangers and began the hike up to the floor of
the ravine. There, he found a badly injured Patrick, who died as rescuers were
preparing for the evacuation.
Comment: Like Norman, Patrick lacked some of the equipment
considered standard in steep snow-covered terrain. And, like Norman, he
chose to descend a different route than he had come up. Although the other
hiker had warned Patrick, he didn’t know the nature of the hazards below
him. These contributing factors may have not been the direct cause of either
accident, but they are important considerations for any winter traveler.
The two tragedies mirror numerous past fatalities on the mountain, and I
hope that future visitors will learn from these heartbreaking events.
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A Sound Sleeper
On Monday, April 16, 2012, Dylan J., 20, of Littleton, New Hampshire, set
out from the Lafayette Campground in Franconia Notch at about 1:00 p.m.
to hike along the Kinsman Ridge Trail to Route 112 in Woodstock, more
than fifteen miles away. Dylan used his cell phone to stay in contact with his
mother who was planning to pick him up at the Kinsman Notch trailhead.
At about 7 p.m., Dylan lost contact with his mother. His last known
location was approximately five miles from the trailhead. A half-hour of
daylight remained, and he carried no headlamp or flashlight. When he didn’t
arrive at the designated time, Dylan’s mother called friends and family, and
they started up the trail searching for the young man. They could not find
him, and at 11 p.m., she notified NHFG.
The weather was not expected to be severe and in most similar situations,
NHFG would likely wait until morning to initiate a search. But Kinsman
Notch is not as popular a route as those to the east, the terrain is certainly
rugged, and rescuers worried that Dylan might get seriously injured trying to
find his way without a light through the steep and ledgy terrain. Conservation
officers from NHFG received assistance from the AMC and Pemigewasset
Valley Search and Rescue Team as they began their search at 1:00 a.m.
By daybreak, they had yet to find the young man.
The incident commander from NHFG requested more resources, and
additional conservation officers headed to the scene along with numerous
volunteers. As the teams received their assignments and began to head out
for the day, Dylan walked out of the woods with only a few abrasions. After
it got dark, Dylan had found a dry spot off the trail and gone to sleep. From
his description of the site, it is quite possible that searchers passed close by,
shouting and whistling, while Dylan slept.
Comment: The hike that Dylan chose is usually completed over multiple
days. Although a fit hiker can cover that route in one day, the AMC White
Mountain Guide estimates an average time of more than ten hours. Doing
some elementary math, a starting time of 1 p.m. would have him reaching the
Kinsman Notch trailhead at 11 p.m. Dylan carried no light source, nor did
he have a map or any warm clothing. He lacked essential gear and did not
allow enough time to complete his hike even if he traveled at a faster than
average speed.
Cases like this one required the State of New Hampshire to institute the
negligent hiker law. Off-duty conservation officers left their homes to search
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for Dylan late at night and were paid overtime rates. Whatever they planned
to do the following day was shot after spending a night searching for someone
who could have avoided his predicament with a little planning. Even though
the hiker found his way out, the search initiated by his mother consumed
funds from NHFG’s limited search-and-rescue budget. At the time of this
writing, NHFG’s request to issue a cost recovery bill was still being reviewed
the New Hampshire Attorney General’s office.

Two-for-Ones Along Franconia Ridge
Sunday, February 26, 2012, was a busy day for search and rescue on
Mount Lafayette. Padraic M.-P., 29, Brian M.-P., age 27, Sean M.-P., age
31, and Julie S., age 26, all from Lowell, Massachusetts, attempted to climb
to the summit of Mount Lafayette. The four hikers were successful in
getting themselves into the harsh alpine environment, but that is where the
success ended. No one in their group had any prior winter mountaineering
experience, and no one carried proper winter equipment. When the
conditions became too great to handle, the party called 911. They stated
that they were unable to move because of the extreme cold and high winds
near the summit of Mount Lafayette. The conditions were undoubtedly
harsh and winter-like despite the mild winter that had enticed them
onto one of the highest peaks in the Northeast. No one in the group had
adequate clothing for the conditions, and it was clear that they were in well
over their heads. The 911 dispatcher routed their call to NHFG, and a rescue
mission was initiated.
Conservation officers Bob Mancini and Jeremy Hawkes headed up the
mountain. Meanwhile, two hikers who were working their way along the
Franconia Ridge came upon the group huddled together behind a rock.
Brian C. and Simon L. approached the group and were told that they
desperately needed help. The good Samaritans shared their extra food with
the party and got them to drink the warm beverages that they carried in
their thermoses. They also used their extra clothing and an emergency blanket
(Mylar “space blanket”) to boost the core temperatures of the coldest so that
they could escort them down the mountain. Once the party had recovered to
a reasonable degree, Brian and Simon provided hiking poles, and the group
members began their descent to the safety of treeline down the Old Bridle
Path. They encountered Mancini and Hawkes, who escorted the four hikers
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from Lowell to the trailhead. From there, they were taken to Speare Memorial
Hospital in Plymouth, where they were treated for frostbite and hypothermia.
While this was happening, another 911 call came in, this time for two hikers
who needed assistance. The conservation officers returned to the trailhead
and readied for another hike up the mountain. Song G., age 35, of Amherst,
Massachusetts, and her companion Li Y., age unknown, of Burlington,
Massachusetts, had left the trailhead at 9:00 a.m. to do the popular Old Bridle
Path/Falling Waters Trail loop. They successfully summited Mount Lafayette
at about noon. Then, as they traversed the Franconia Ridge toward the Falling
Waters Trail, they came across the group of four hikers from Lowell. Song and
Li could see that the four needed help, but they had nothing to provide the
Lowell hikers as Song and Li too were ill prepared. They tried to call 911 but
had no reception, so they pressed on with the intention of calling later when
they had service.
	On their descent, Song’s legs cramped up, and she complained of being
cold. Neither of the hikers had any extra warm clothing so Song tried to use
a lightweight nylon shell as an inner layer on her legs to retain heat. Again
they tried to call 911, but service was not available. Three hikers from Montreal, climbing up, passed the women but thought they were resting and not
in need of help. But these three, Isabelle M., her father, Ghyslain M., and
her boyfriend, Eric L., realized as they descended that Song and Li were in
trouble because they were sitting in the same place they had been earlier.
While Ghyslain and Eric provided Song with extra clothes, Isabelle hiked
down to the trailhead, where she flagged down a passing motorist. Isabelle
spoke little English but was able to convey that they needed someone to call
911. She was able to relay what was going on.
Conservation officers Mancini and Hawkes did U-turns and returned to
the trailhead from which they had recently departed. There they met Isabelle
and learned that her partners had lights and extra gear and were helping
the two women down. The officers readied themselves for another hike, but
at 8:05 p.m. they noticed headlamps coming down the trail. The Canadians’
assistance had paid off; Song was able to hike out.
	In the spring, another two-for rescue took place in the same area. At
7:15 p.m. on Saturday, May 12, 2012, NHFG received a call from a lost hiker.
Mark W., 29, of Manchester, New Hampshire, had become lost after following the short spur from the Falling Waters Trail to view Shining Rock.
Maps show this spur as a dead end 500 feet from the main trail. But Mark
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believed that he was on the Falling Waters Trail and pushed on past the large
wet slab of rock.
A NHFG officer was able to provide Mark with directions that enabled
him to regain the trail, but he soon became stranded in the dark without a
light. A couple of conservation officers hiked approximately 1.6 miles up the
trail, found him, and gave him food, water, and a light. After shouldering
their packs, they heard shouts and soon came across two other lost hikers and
their dog. Corey R., 25, and Analia O., 20, both of Bedford, New Hampshire,
also carried no light source or extra food. They also had taken a wrong turn
as the daylight faded. They used Analia’s cell phone for a flashlight but the
batteries were almost dead. The officers escorted all three hikers and the dog
to the trailhead.
Comment: All of these mishaps were the result of bad judgment, lack of
equipment, and, in the case of the first two, lack of winter mountaineering
experience. Song and Li carried summer packs, snowshoes, a map, compass,
food, water, and a medical kit, but they carried little in the way of extra
clothing. Li had done their route in summer, but conditions were far from
what she had experienced on her previous trip. The maximum temperature
recorded that day on Mount Washington was –1 degree Fahrenheit, winds
gusted to 111 miles per hour, and a windchill advisory was in effect. Conditions
on the slightly lower Franconia Ridge were only marginally better.
The four from Lowell were even less prepared. No one carried proper
winter clothing, headlamps, or navigational aids (map, compass, or GPS).
The three lost spring hikers made their own trouble, failing to carry lights or
taking care with a map or description of their route.
The impressive mountains rising along the eastern side of Franconia
Notch tower above Interstate 93 and attract a large number of hikers every
year. Although not as tall as the Presidentials, the Franconia Ridge witnesses
an equivalent number of misadventures every year. The routes of ascent are
nearly equal in length to those required for a hike of Mount Washington,
but there is no visitor center at their base where information providers can
offer a reality check for the ill prepared. Time and time again, hikers bite off
more than they can chew here. If hikers would start early, carry the essential
equipment, and turn around when conditions dictate, the cost of search-andrescue expenditures would certainly decrease.
The NHFG recommended that the state send bills for 10 percent of the
incidents from the 2011–2012 winter season. Failure to carry the ten essentials
(see hikesafe.com for more information) was a common thread throughout.
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Often it was just a light source or map that people lacked, but in one incident
a man in rubber boots decided to attempt an ascent of Mount Madison
without anything but the cell phone in his pocket. Needless to say, his summit
bid didn’t turn out very well. He called for a rescue, and it was clear that his
decision to head into the mountains unprepared was a form of negligence.
NHFG recommended billing the man, but he was unemployed, and at the
time of this writing, the New Hampshire Attorney General’s Office hadn’t
decided whether to issue the bill.
The search-and-rescue funding debate is still going as strongly as ever.
Recently updated figures support the need for reform. Between 2007 and
2011, the NHFG was called out 799 times to look for people who were
lost, injured, or stranded. The total cost of these rescues was approximately
$1.5 million, and 56 percent of the incidents involved climbers or hikers.
As discussed in earlier issues of Appalachia, the state’s search-and-rescue fund
does not come out of the general fund or originate from tax dollars. Its source
is a $1 fee on every boat, snowmobile, and all-terrain vehicle registration, and
when the fund is depleted within a given year, the balance comes from the
revenue generated by the sale of hunting and fishing licenses. These user
groups accounted for a mere 16 percent of the search-and-rescue services, yet
they continue to foot the bill for all operations.
	So far, the negligent hiker law has failed to make a significant dent in
the search-and-rescue budget. In the five-year period for which numbers
were recently released, only 38 missions generated bills for cost recovery. The
state recouped only $53,000 of the $83,025 it billed for incidents caused by
recklessness or negligence. Only the most egregious cases generate bills, and
the NHFG doesn’t have the resources to pursue unpaid bills. A legislative
committee was formed to look into the problem. Stay tuned for updates in
the coming year.
—Justin J. Preisendorfer
Accidents Editor
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Alpina
A semi-annual review of mountaineering in the greater ranges

Alaska
South District Ranger John Leonard reports a tough 2011 season on
Mt McKinley (20,320 ft) and in the surrounding Denali National Park
and Preserve. Nine climbers died. It was the most tragic season result since
thirteen climbers died in 1992, and search-and-rescue teams and volunteers
faced other severe challenges. Climbing activity was typical of recent years.
There were 1,232 attempts on McKinley (the same number as 2002), 687
climbers reached the top—as usual, most ascents were by the W Buttress
route. On the biggest summit day, June 6, 66 trod the peak—not at all a
record. Most climbers attempting the mountain were from the United States
(716), followed by Canada, the United Kingdom, Poland, and Japan. Activity
on other mountains in the park and reserve was limited, although three of the
nine deaths occurred on them.
Deaths in the 2011 Season. In the very early morning of April 28, five
members of two guided parties were asleep in their tents on the Root Canal
Glacier below Moose’s Tooth (10,335 ft) S Face when a serac avalanche blew
them from the tents, scattered their gear, and partially buried them. When
park rangers reached the site at first light, they found that Christopher
Lackey, 39, of Houston, Texas, had succumbed to traumatic injuries. All
others survived.
Guide Dave Staeheli and three clients were descending from an ascent
via the W Buttress of McKinley on May 11 when one of the clients, Jeremiah
O’Sullivan, fell and dragged the entire roped party down about 300 feet to
“Pig Hill” at 19,400 ft. O’Sullivan broke his leg; the others suffered lesser
injuries. They were unable to contact anyone by radio or satellite phone. They
tried unsuccessfully to move O’Sullivan and then apparently agreed to leave
him and descend to the high camp, where they would organize a rescue. (The
survivors’ accounts are conflicting.) Staeheli and Lawrence Cutler eventually
reached the camp. The other client, Swiss Beat Niederer, 38, separated from
the group and got lost in the deteriorating weather. At 3:45 a.m. on May 12,
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the National Park Service was informed, but the adverse weather delayed
the start of an air search. Late that afternoon, the NPS helicopter found
and picked up O’Sullivan at 19,500 ft. Although hypothermic, O’Sullivan
dragged himself into the rescue bucket and was subsequently evacuated to
Anchorage for treatment of his broken leg and severe frostbite. Searchers
eventually found Niederer’s body near 18,300 ft. An autopsy determined that
he died of injuries and exposure.
Three climbers left the high camp on May 16 for the summit but turned
back in bad weather at 18,500 ft near Denali Pass. Two were roped together,
and the third, Luciano Columbo, 67, of Italy, elected to descend unroped
behind them. The first pair heard Columbo shout, then saw him, unable to
self-arrest, fall 1,400 ft to his death. On May 23, Jiro Kurihara, 33, and Junya
Shiraishi, 28, of Japan were reported overdue from an attempt on Mt Frances
(10,450 ft). NPS rangers flew a reconnaissance mission and spotted possible
bodies in avalanche debris on the W side of Frances. On landing, the rangers
determined that the pair had been swept down by an avalanche or had fallen
from high on their climb.
Guide Suzanne Allen, 34, was leading three clients down the route called
the “Autobahn” just below Denali pass when one of the clients fell and dragged
the entire rope down 1,400 ft. Allen and Peter Bullard of Shanghai were killed;
the other two clients were significantly injured. A large contingent of rescuers
responded, and the two survived. One, James Mohr, required an emergency
“cricothyrotomy” to insert a breathing tube performed with a razor blade by
Sgt Bobby Schnell, an Air National Guard Pararescueman from the 212th
Rescue Squadron. Schnell nursed his patient through the subzero night to a
subsequent helicopter evacuation from 17,200 ft. (For earlier contributions at
the 14,200 ft camp and his service in leading and triage in this rescue, Schnell
was selected by the Denali mountaineering ranger staff as the 2011 recipient of
the Mislow-Swanson Denali Pro award. Quoting from the award: “Without
the efforts of Bobby, James Mohr would have died from his injuries.”)
Brian Young, 52, of Kodiak, Alaska, climbed McKinley on June 10 and
descended to the high camp. He showed signs of altitude illness on the
descent, but he chose to sleep it off. His companions found him not breathing
and alerted NPS rangers, who performed CPR, but were unable to restore
a pulse. The death was attributed to cardiac arrest. Finally, guide Juergen
Kanzian, 41, of Kötschach-Mauthen, Austria, planned a climb and ski descent
of McKinley as the fourth step in his quest to climb the Seven Continental
Summits. On the evening of June 28, he was reported missing for more than
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24 hours by his guided group at the high camp. A full-scale ground and air
search was launched the next day, and on May 30, NPS rangers spotted a
body at the foot of the Orient Express couloir, climbed to the spot, and
identified him. Kanzian had apparently abandoned his backpack and skis at
the top of the couloir and fallen to the location of his body at 15,300 ft.
	Nine deaths following nineteen years of more favorable results in Denali
National Park and Preserve obviously distressed park staff and volunteers,
who, particularly under the leadership of former South District Ranger Daryl
Miller, made major organizational and educational efforts to reduce the
death rate. The resulting highly regarded system has been taken as a model
for other dangerous mountain areas. See the comparison of recent results of
this system and recent events on another great mountain in the later section,
“A Comparison: Deaths in Denali and on Everest.”
Significant Accomplishments. Italians Diego Giovannini and Fabio
Meraldi made the first recorded ascent of the W Ridge of W Kahiltna Pk
(12,835 ft) on May 23. The route may have been climbed in 2008 by the “Giri
Giri boys” Tatsuro Yamada and Yuto Inoue, but they were subsequently lost
on the Cassin Ridge before returning to base. (See Alpina, LX no. 2, page
126). Americans Ben Gilmore and Hans Johnstone made a twelve-hour traverse of Mt Barille (7,650 ft) in the Ruth Gorge on May 13. They climbed the
NE Face and NE Ridge to the summit then descended the NW slope to the
Mountain House. Ten days later, on May 23, Swede Andreas Fransson made
the first ski descent of McKinley’s S Face.
Climbing Fee Change. Leonard also reports the need for an increase
in climbing fees. After public discussion and review, the climbing fee will
be changed to $350 ($250 for ages 24 and under) starting in 2012. The new
fee recognizes increased climbing program costs at a time of reduced NPS
operating budgets.

A Comparison: Deaths in Denali and on Everest
The largest annual death toll in Denali National Park and Preserve in
nineteen years suggests a review of the extensive and much-praised model
safety program. No comparable program exists on a mountain of equivalent
height, but significant similarities between McKinley and the higher Everest
justify comparisons of mountaineering safety on the two. Conveniently for
this study, both maintain accessible archives of their mountaineering history.
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Denali’s appears in its annual mountaineering summaries; Everest’s climbs
are chronicled in the very complete Himalayan Database, which covers all
mountains in Nepal and on its borders. In what follows, Denali refers to all
of the national park and preserve, McKinley to all mountaineering on that
mountain massif, and Everest to all activity on Mt Everest routes from Nepal
and China. To make comparisons easier, all elevations are listed in meters.
McKinley’s S summit measures 20,320 ft or 6,194 m.
McKinley and Everest are the highest mountains on their respective
continents—Everest also, of course, in the world. Both were once considered
remote and little visited; both now are crowded every year. On both,
paradoxically, the recent increase in number of climbers—some of less
skill than in earlier years—attempting the mountains has led to a lower
relative death rate. Most climbers use the popular routes—the W Buttress
Route on McKinley and the two standard routes from the N and S on
Everest.
	Obviously, the top of Everest is much higher than that of McKinley—
2,654 m more. Latitude effects make the difference in oxygen partial pressure
available to climbers somewhat less than might be expected. This makes
the McKinley summit physiologically equivalent to a Himalayan summit
perhaps 200 or 300 meters higher. In one sense, McKinley is the greater
mountain because the total elevation gain from the usual starting points is
considerably greater. From the Denali base camp, which actually is a glacier
landing strip at 2,195 m, the elevation gain to the S Summit is 3,999 m.
On Everest, the gain from the N side Base Camp to the top is 3,698 m and
from the S side, 3,484 m.
McKinley is the closest high mountain to the Arctic Circle. This makes it
generally colder than Everest, which is at the same latitude as central Florida.
The climbing seasons are similar. Most climbers attempt Everest between April
and around June 1, the pre-monsoon season. The cold in Alaska discourages
climbers from going to McKinley before May. (In 2011, 236 climbers
summited in May, 358 in June, and 93 in July.) Later in the season, the glacier
landing sites become unreliable and the weather is colder. Similarly, activity
in the autumn post-monsoon season is very limited on Everest because of
the difficulty presented by the cold, particularly for commercial expeditions.
One latitude effect probably significantly favors McKinley, both for ascents
and search-and-rescue activity. During the peak month of June, it never really
gets dark. On Everest, the day lasts a little more than 14 hours on June 1, and
twilight is very short.
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Table I on the next page summarizes results in the two areas for 2000
through 2011. This twelve-year period includes the high Denali death toll
in 2011 and the bad year of 2006 (the worst since 1996) on Everest. Even
for these areas of careful record keeping, determination of the number of
Attempts is difficult. The Denali Attempts include only those on McKinley
and the adjacent Mt Foraker, the two peaks for which the NPS requires
pre-registration. For Everest, Attempts includes all expedition members
and “hired”—natives of the countries around Everest who are paid as
guides or porters—above the base camps. Some of the latter are porters
working on the routes or in the lower camps who may not be trying to reach
the summit.
Summit % and Death % are the number of Summits and Deaths in
each year normalized to Attempts and expressed as percentages. Deaths
are calculated thus: On Denali, all deaths are considered, not just those on
McKinley and Foraker. Note that the number of Attempts in Denali is quite
uniform and always greater than the number on Everest. Everest Attempts
vary more (often for political reasons), and only in 2007 do they approach
the Denali value. The Summit % averaged over the period—53.64 percent
for Denali and 48.40 percent for Everest—are similar. Not at all so for the
average Death %—Denali 0.3023 percent, Everest 0.6367 percent. For the
typical climber chosen at random and attempting an ascent of Everest, the
chance of death is (in some sense) more than twice as great as that for Denali.
To say more about this difference, one must examine the causes of death.
Table II on page 124 lists the death causes for Everest in decreasing order of
frequency using the Himalayan Database classification. The parallel Denali
classification is a subjective attempt to categorize similarly the death descriptions from the annual summaries. Plane Crash deaths are reported for Denali
because the NPS controls small plane flights, which are often an integral part
of Denali mountaineering. Icefall collapse is peculiar to the Khumbu Icefall
on Everest. Disappearance is entered for individuals missing for the season,
even if the bodies are found in later seasons. The classification of Unknown
for Everest comprises two unfortunate individuals found inside tents after
some days of disappearance. The cause of these deaths was never determined.
	It is striking that AMS (acute mountain sickness), tied for most likely,
and Exhaustion, the third most frequent cause, account for 21 deaths (37.50
percent) on Everest and none for Denali. Of course, McKinley is not as
high as Everest, but climbers do suffer AMS on McKinley. Indeed, in 2011,
21 percent of required medical interventions were for “altitude AMS.” On
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Attempts

1,209

1,345

1,268

1,213

1,291

1,372

1,182

1,239

1,288

1,176

1,231

1,246

15,060

1,255

Year

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

Totals

Average

Denali

674.08

8,089

692

675

690

756

574

582

779

660

690

652

783

556

Summits

3.750

45

9

4

4

4

5

3

3

1

4

4

0

4

Deaths

53.64

55.54

54.83

58.67

58.70

46.33

49.24

56.78

51.12

56.88

51.42

58.22

45.99

0.3023

0.7223

0.3249

0.3401

0.3106

0.4036

0.2538

0.2187

0.0775

0.3298

0.3154

0

0.3309

Summit % Death %

743.83

8,926

869

852

830

695

1,047

857

837

614

796

411

528

590

Attempts

Everest

372.58

4,471

529

543

457

423

633

491

307

337

266

158

182

145

Summits

Table I: Deaths Denali and Everest 2000 to 2011

4.667

56

4

3

4

1

7

11

6

7

3

3

5

2

Deaths

48.40

60.87

63.73

55.06

60.86

60.46

57.29

36.68

54.89

33.42

38.44

34.47

24.58

0.6367

0.4603

0.3521

0.4819

0.1439

0.6686

1.2835

0.7168

1.1401

0.3769

0.7299

0.9470

0.3390

Summit % Death %

Table II: Death Causes on Denali and Everest 2000 to 2011
Denali Classification

Deaths

Fall

%

Everest Classification

11

24.44

Fall

0

0.00

0

0.00

Cardiac

6

Fall/avalanche,
Avalanche

Deaths

%

11

19.64

AMS

11

19.64

Exhaustion

10

17.86

13.33

Illness not AMS

7

12.50

12

26.67

Avalanche

4

7.14

0

0.00

Crevasse

3

5.36

0

0.00

Icefall collapse

3

5.36

Disappearance

6

13.33

Disappearance

2

3.57

Exposure/fall

1

2.22

Exposure/frostbite

2

3.57

0

0.00

Unknown

2

3.57

1

2.22

Falling rock/ice

1

1.79

Total

56

100.00

Rock fall
Plane crash

8

17.78

Total

45

100.00

McKinley, because of the presence of a staffed camp at 4,328 m and an on-call
helicopter, AMS sufferers are aggressively treated and promptly evacuated to
lower elevations. None have died in the twelve-year period examined.
The Everest classification Exhaustion denotes climbers who can no longer
move themselves, are either ignored or found too difficult to rescue, and
eventually perish. In the period studied, all deaths so classed occurred above
8,100 m. Eight of the ten deaths were on the N side route, where small, less
well-supported expeditions are more prevalent. At elevations above 8,000 m
on Everest, potential rescuers involved in the great physical effort of moving
an exhausted climber need a supplemental oxygen supply and, in any event,
will shortly become exhausted and at risk of death themselves. As with AMS,
exhausted climbers are far more likely to be treated and helped to descend on
McKinley. Although obviously critical for AMS and exhaustion, prompt and
effective search-and-rescue response can reduce the death rate for all injuries
not immediately fatal. In Denali, the park service is responsible for initiating
and executing search and rescue, but for years, the park also has fostered
the concept that all mountaineers are responsible for providing prompt help
(including alerting NPS rangers) to members of their own party and to others
on the mountain in need of it.
	On Everest, responsibility and authority lines are far less clear. The
controlling countries, Nepal and China, require registration and charge fees
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but assume little responsibility and exercise little direct control in cases of
danger on the mountain. The larger commercial mountaineering companies
do attempt a coordination role, centered on fixed-route preparation at the
start of the pre-monsoon season. (Few commercial climbs take place in other
seasons.) Of course, the presence of the fixed ropes and various tent camps
established by the commercial companies for their clients make the mountain
safer, and the companies sometimes participate importantly in rescues at some
financial sacrifice and physical risk, but they do not have the authority and
often the inclination to direct or coordinate the rescue. The degree of support
given to clients by commercial companies varies in quality. Particularly on
the N side, the minimum price package offered to solo climbers or small
groups is little more than a permit procurement and equipment rental service
coupled with boarding at Base Camp. In a widespread problem, for example—
bad weather—even the largest and priciest of the commercial operations
must ensure their own clients’ safety first. No one may even know of the
problems of small groups or solo climbers.
Could features of the Denali safety model be implemented on Everest?
A single overall search-and-rescue authority is neither politically possible nor
highly valuable on Everest. Only rarely, if ever, would it be possible to join
operations or shift resources on the two sides of Everest.
Well-staffed and well-equipped rescue bases similar to the 4,328 m camp
on McKinley would have to be at much greater elevation to be valuable on
Everest. Keeping them supplied and the physical deterioration of skilled
staff kept too long at height would be serious problems, and the cost would
be prohibitive, at least for Nepal. Although helicopters are used for search,
rescue, and evacuation elsewhere in the Himalaya, and at relatively low
altitudes on the Nepal side of Everest, it would be difficult to establish an
on-call service high on the mountain. It is true that a French Ecureuil AS350
B3 landed on the S Col and touched down near the summit in 2004, but the
cost of providing and maintaining such a machine on-call is probably beyond
Nepalese capabilities. I am not aware of any use of helicopters for rescue
or evacuation from the routes on the Chinese side, and it appears that the
Chinese are not eager to permit the use of helicopters there.
Finally: Is it possible to export what we might call the Denali “rescue ethic”
to Everest? The development of that ethic took years of dedicated and costly
effort by park service staff and many volunteers. Neither Nepal—because
of cost—nor China—because of disinterest—is likely to undertake such
an effort. It should be noted that recently Denali has established a sort of
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internship where each climbing season an experienced Nepalese Sherpa trains
with Denali rangers to “further develop his rescue, emergency medical, and
clean climbing skills.” A highly laudable program, but too small to produce
rapid ethical change even if it can be continued in a time of contracting
budgets. Obviously, the commercial mountaineering companies, taken as
a whole, could benefit from an improved rescue ethic and a lower death
rate on the mountain. Taken individually, they are business firms operating
in a highly competitive environment with little margin for increased cost.
They close down frequently and are unlikely to be able to support a complex
multi-year program.
As I drafted these notes in August 2012, the results for the principal 2012
seasons on the two great mountains were still not available. It was a difficult
pre-monsoon for Everest, with frightening changes to the S side route because
of excessive warmth. One of the best known of the commercial operators
canceled his season (which damaged his reputation and cut his income)
because he judged the danger to Sherpas and clients to be excessive. At least
ten people died on the mountain. In Denali National Park and Preserve,
six died. Four of those were caught in an avalanche that hit a five-member
Japanese party.

Indian Himalaya
Harish Kapadia, writing for the Himalayan Journal, notes that the overall
level of mountaineering in this area in the 2011 season was nearly identical to
the uninspiring 2010 season. Climbers from India mounted 57 expeditions;
foreign groups numbered 40. As was typical in recent years, about half of the
foreign expeditions and perhaps two-thirds of the Indian ones were to easy
and routine peaks, but there were significant exceptions, most notably the
American first ascent of the second-highest unclimbed peak in the world.
The intense interest in the ascent of the second-highest previously unclimbed
peak, Saser Kangri II East (7,518 m), arises because the recognized highest
unclimbed, Gangkhar Puensum (7,750 m), lies entirely within Bhutan,
where mountaineering has been forbidden since 2003. The matter is further
confused by the fact that Saser Kangri II West (ca 7,500 m) was climbed by an
Indo-Japanese team in 1984, which then thought it to be the higher summit.
The summit team for the successful 2011 attempt comprised Mark Richey,
Steve Swenson, and Freddie Wilkinson, all of the United States. Richey and
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Swenson had tried the mountain once before. In 2009, Richey led Swenson,
Mark Wilford, and Briton Jim Louther on an extended route reconnaissance.
Bad weather forced them to turn back at 6,500 m.
Richey and Swenson spent well over a year assembling the right team and
negotiating permits for another attempt in this closely controlled Indian East
Karakoram area. The team left Leh on July 7, 2011, to establish first a base
camp then an advanced base camp at 5,800 m on the S Shukpa Kunchung
Glacier. Finding the mountain out of condition in warm weather, they
acclimatized on lesser peaks with other team members (see later), deferring
the actual attempt to August 21. The climb was alpine style, no fixed camps
or fixed ropes, taking five days to reach the summit on August 24, 2011. The
summiters assured themselves that the east summit of Saser Kangri II is
indeed the higher. The descent required 30 rappels, complicated by rockfall
damage to one of the ropes and Swenson’s worsening sinus condition. (On
August 26, Indian Air Force helicopters evacuated Swenson from advanced
base camp to Leh hospital, where he recovered.)
	In the twentieth Piolets d’Or (French for “golden ice axes”) at Courmayeur
in March 2012, the ascent received the golden ice ax award (a dual honor with
the Slovenian ascent of K7 in Pakistan) as “an example of classic exploratory
alpinism and committed alpine style climbing at high altitude. . . . A wealth
of experience enabled the team to take a very minimal lightweight alpinestyle approach in achieving the first ascent [of the second-highest previously
unclimbed mountain in the world].”
During the acclimatization period, Richey, Swenson, Wilkinson, and
other team members Emilie Drinkwater, Kristin Kremer, and Janet Bergman,
collectively, climbed four supposedly unclimbed lesser mountains: Tsok
Kangri (6,585 m) on July 31 via the N Face (by Richey, Swenson and
Wilkinson); Saserling (6,100 m) via the S Face on August 6 (by Bergman and
her husband Wilkinson); Pumo Kangri (6,250 m) via the W Face on August
5 (by Drinkwater and Kremer); and Stegasaurus (6,600 m) S Glacier to S
Ridge on August 9 (by Bergman, Drinkwater, Richey, and Wilkinson). All
these heights and the status as previously unclimbed are subject to verification.
The mountain names applied by the first ascenders probably will not stand.
Americans made another long-awaited first ascent, of the Shark’s Fin,
which is not an independent peak but the sharp prow (sometimes also
called the E Pillar) of Meru Central (6,301 m) in the Garhwal. The dramatic
fin-like feature had attracted many attempts (the American Alpine Journal
estimates more than twenty) by an international selection of distinguished
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mountaineers before a twelve-day push ending on October 2, 2011, when
Conrad Anker, Jimmy Chin, and Renan Ozturk climbed the fin and went on
to the summit of Meru Central. Favored by good weather, they completed
the lower part of the route in only six days, then climbed steep sections
requiring the use of their big-wall kit (an assemblage of tools and hardware
for climbing steep, blank areas on big walls, mostly developed at Yosemite).
The final section was mixed climbing and artificial aid.
Anker had tried the fin twice before, first in 2003 in light alpine style
with Doug Chabot and Bruce Miller. Deep snow and inadequate equipment defeated them. Anker tried again in 2008 with a new team of Chin and
Ozturk, but a major storm forced them down after nineteen days on the prow.
They were determined to try again but had learned that “alpine style” did not
work on the fin. So they carried equipment for alpine ice and rock and a full
big-wall kit. Chin said, “Tons of teams have tried the route alpine style. But
you just can’t. . . . Hauling a big-wall kit through the lower alpine route . . .
is part of what makes the route so logistically challenging.” And challenging
it was; collectively the team spent more than 30 days on the fin in the two
attempts. The three climbers were nominated for the twentieth Piolets d’Or
in Courmayeur.
A smoother first ascent was of Chemma Pk (6,105 m) at the head of the
Karcha Nala in Lahaul by a distinctly senior (average age 65) team from the
Tokai branch of the Japanese Alpine Club. The leader, Kazuo Hoshi, a relative youngster at 60, brought the entire party, Yutaka Shinohara, Hitoshi Ishii,
Katsumi Kuze, and Liaison Officer Gajendra Deshmukh, from a base camp at
4,400 m to the summit in nine days. They established three camps on glacier
“B” at the head of the nala and climbed via the NE Face from the highest
camp at 5,550 m to the summit in a little over four hours, arriving in full sun
at 11:45 a.m. on August 9, 2011. They returned to camp 2. Heavy snowfall in
the subsequent days caused them to abandon their gear and supplies at their
base camp and escape to the resort town of Kalpa. Base camp was eventually
cleared following August 20.
A similarly mature group of five Japanese, ranging from age 70 to 73 and
led by Kimikazu Sakamoto, explored the Lenak and Giabul nalas in the
South Zanskar mountains. They located, photographed, devised identifying
numbers for, and marked on Google Earth maps a number of apparently
unclimbed 6,000-meter peaks. The results are published for the delectation of
prospective climbers in Japanese Alpine News, Volume 13 (2012), pages 54–64.
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Nepal Himalaya
Pre-monsoon 2011. Reflecting the effects of the worldwide recession and
continuing political instability in Nepal, spring 2011 expeditions were fewer
than in spring 2010. Of the 176 expeditions to 24 mountains in Nepal or on
its borders, 98 placed 704 climbers on summits. One “hired” (see page 122)
and ten members died. In 2010, there were 196 expeditions to 21 mountains,
112 successes placing 675 climbers on top. Twelve members died.
Two of the deaths were on the only first-ascent attempt of the season, that
on Thulagi (7,059 m) SW of Manaslu. This mountain was opened to climbers
in 2003 and surely is one of the very few Nepalese unclimbed 7,000ers left.
Nikolay Bandalet of Belarus led a four-man expedition in May. Few details
are available, but apparently, the leader and Sergei Belous disappeared from a
bivouac at about 7,000 m on May 8, and the other two members abandoned
the expedition. Two parties previously attempted Thulagi: Japanese in 2008,
and Bandalet and two Russians in autumn 2010. The latter tried the NE
Ridge and abandoned the attempt because of “avalanche conditions.”
Four other deaths occurred on Everest, not surprising given the high
level of activity there, and are described later. The “Manaslu (8,163 m) effect”
persists. Seven expeditions put 43 climbers on the summit but lost 4. One
of these was the (sadly) typical death, from acute mountain sickness (AMS),
of Eisa Mir Shikari of the sprawling Iranian expedition. He persisted too
long in his attempt and died trying to descend above camp 3. The deaths
on a four-person French expedition led by Bernard Jean Francois Milian are
something of a mystery because only one member survived. Milian led Alain
Pierre Marie Laurens, his wife Francoise Laurens, and Tashi Chhiring Sherpa
in an attempt on the Manaslu Normal Route. All had been together on a
successful climb of Tilicho in spring of 2008. According to Francoise Laurens,
Milian, Pierre Laurens, and Tashi Chhiring all reached the summit on May 5.
(It is not clear how she knows. Perhaps she received a satellite phone message.)
The three got off route and disappeared on the descent. Francoise Laurens
used the satellite phone to call for help, but after extensive search, only the
Sherpa’s body was found and brought down.
The only other death in the season was that of Swiss Joelle Catherine
Brupbacher, 32, who attempted Makalu with only one Sherpa. She reached
a high point of about 8,400 m on May 21 on the Makalu La-NW Ridge
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route and, apparently feeling unwell, returned to camp 3. She was unable to
descend from there. Before supplemental oxygen could be found, she died at
11:30 p.m. on May 22. Her death is marked “AMS” in the Himalayan Database.
Brupbacher had claimed several other climbs, one of them disputed, in the
Nepal Himalaya.
The pre-monsoon season on Everest (8,848 m) was little different from
other recent spring seasons. Expedition leaders mounted 91 expeditions with
a success rate of 70.3 percent; 252 members and 277 hired made the top for a
total of 529 individual ascents. Thirty-three of these were women. Only three
made the summit without the use of supplementary oxygen. On the busiest
day, May 21, 106 persons summited. This was far from a record day. Typically,
almost all climbers tried the normal routes from the N and S, and most were
on commercial expeditions.
The most quixotic and perhaps the saddest of the 91 expeditions was the
“Senior Citizens Mt Everest Expedition” led by Shailendra Kumar Upadhyay,
comprising himself and five Sherpas. Born September 19, 1929, the 82-yearold Upadhyay had been foreign minister of Nepal and that country’s United
Nations representative. He hoped to become the oldest man to climb Everest
and thus publicize an elderly rights group he supported. Though not an
experienced climber, Upadhyay had made a few high-altitude treks and
acclimatized on a 6,050 m trekking peak before his attempt. On their first
day above Base Camp, he and three Sherpas reached a high point of 6,100 m;
then Upadhyay, not feeling well, started down to seek medical assistance. He
collapsed and died, probably of AMS, at about 5,600 m. Although he did not
become the oldest man to reach the top of Everest, he was the first to die there
in the spring of 2011, and (according to records in the Himalayan Database)
he is the oldest man ever to die above Everest Base Camp.
Three deaths occurred later on the mountain. Fifty-five-year-old American
Rick Howe Hitch, taking part in a commercial expedition up the S Col Route,
reached camp 3 on May 1, then collapsed and died—a probable heart attack.
Takashi Ozaki, 58, leading his own filming expedition, reached a high point
at the top of the Hillary Step with two Sherpas at 6:30 a.m. on May 12. Ozaki,
the only one using supplementary oxygen, felt weak and decided to retreat.
His descent, aided by the Sherpas, was very slow. About noon at 8,650 m,
Ozaki took off his mask, became irrational, and could no longer move. He
died at 2:45 p.m., the death attributed to AMS. Unusually for deaths at that
altitude, his body was brought down and eventually flown to Kathmandu for
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cremation. Last to die on Everest was John Delaney, 42, of Ireland, a member
of a Russian commercial expedition on the Normal N Col–NE Ridge Route.
Delaney, survivor of a 2006 cancer, had told his family that he would climb
no higher than 7,000 m to camp 1, but he acclimatized well and proved to be
a strong climber. He and a Sherpa reached 8,800 m on the morning of May
21, where he became exhausted and collapsed, thus blocking the fixed ropes.
(Recall that May 21 was the busiest day on the mountain.) His Sherpa and
two others from the expedition got him off the ropes and down to the top of
the Third Step at 8,750 m where he suddenly died.

Climbing All Fourteen 8,000-meter Peaks
Membership in this the most exclusive of peakbagging clubs is growing
rapidly. In the past, several Alpinas might go by without a change in the
list—no longer so. Since the club was last considered here, there are three
new members: another from S Korea (making five), an Italian (also now five
including club founder Reinhold Messner), and the first Japanese.
When 50-year-old Korean Kim Jae-soo reached the top of Annapurna
on April 26, 2011, and claimed the 28th membership, a chorus of objections
broke out. His 1993 climb of Cho Oyu was not recorded in the Himalayan
Database. His explanations of the discrepancy have varied, but he eventually
settled on a desire to not confess an illegal crossing of the Nepal–Tibet Border to reach the summit. Surely that was only a venial sin or, more accurately,
a venerable tradition going back to the first ascent of Cho Oyu in 1954.
Anyway, Kim re-climbed Cho Oyu on September 23, 2011. Most of his climbs
were with Go Mi-sun, who died with eleven 8,000ers to her credit on her
descent from Nanga Parbat in 2009.
Mario Luciano Panzeri, a 47-year-old Italian guide from Lecco and the
29th member, took from September 1988 to May 2012 from his first 8,000er
ascent on Cho Oyu to his last on Mt Dhaulagiri. He thus holds (so far) the
dubious distinction of longest probationary period (23 years, 7 months, and
21 days) for membership. Unlike Kim, he used no supplementary oxygen on
his climbs.
Hirotaka Takeuchi of Tokyo was 41 when he became the 30th member
and the first Japanese to climb all of the peaks as he reached the top of
Dhaulagiri on May 26, 2012. Oddly, given the many years of active Japanese
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mountaineering in the very highest mountains, his membership comes about
five months short of 26 years after the club was founded by Reinhold Messner
in October 1986. No other Japanese climbers have reached the top of as many
as ten 8,000ers.
Ed Viesturs remains the only American to climb all of the 8,000ers.
The highest number for a living American woman is now six for Cleonice
Weidlich. (Weidlich sometimes gives her nationality as Brazilian.) She is tied
at six with Christine Boskoff, who died on Genyen in 2006.
Acknowledgments. These notes are based in part on accounts in The American
Alpine Journal and The Himalayan Journal and their electronic supplements
and in Japanese Alpine News. The use of the valuable reference sources The
Himalayan Database and 8000ers.com is also gratefully acknowledged.
—Jeffery Parrette
Alpina Editor
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Going to Walden
It isn’t very far as highways lie.
I might be back by nightfall, having seen
The rough pines, and the stones, and the clear water.
Friends argue that I might be wiser for it.
They do not hear that far-off Yankee whisper:
How dull we grow from hurrying here and there!
Many have gone, and think me half a fool
To miss a day away in the cool country.
Maybe. But in a book I read and cherish,
Going to Walden is not so easy a thing
As a green visit. It is the slow and difficult
Trick of living, and finding it where you are.
Mary Oliver

Mary Oliver has published more than a dozen volumes of poetry, as well as works
of imaginative prose and poetry instruction. Evidence (Beacon) was published in
April 2009. Swan: Poems and Prose Poems appeared in September 2010 (Beacon). Her
most recent collection, A Thousand Mornings (Penguin Press HC), was released in
October 2012.
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News and Notes
New England Rustic Retreats Roundup
To many overnight hikers, backcountry shelters and cabins have a certain
allure, spirit, and, of course, individual character. Maintenance and repair, as
well as replacement, are a necessary part of keeping that spirit alive. Across
New Hampshire, Vermont, and Massachusetts, trail maintaining clubs have
been busy working in the field repairing, replacing, and building anew
backcountry shelters and cabins.
Down in Massachusetts, hikers along the New England National Scenic
Trail have a new cabin in which to pause, rest, and spend the night. The
cabin (a 16-by-20-foot cabin assembled from a kit) was built on the land of
Appalachian Mountain Club members and trail volunteers Sam and Barbara
Richardson. The cabin can accommodate as many as twelve people and is
well insulated. The cabin is located between a backpackers’ shelter some six
trail miles to the northeast at Mount Grace and another approximately twelve
miles to the south, in Wendell State Forest. The cabin is open to the public,
but requires reservations (newenglandnst.org).
	Over in Vermont, the Green
Mountain
Club
focused
on
repairing the Peru Peak shelter on
the Long Trail/Appalachian Trail
in 2011. Peru Peak was a Civilian
Conservation Corps-built shelter
(1935), and the club relied on historic
preservation techniques for repairing
it. Peru Peak is one of the 50 or so
shelters, camps, and lodges that
the Green Mountain Club maintains
along the Long Trail, and one of the
handful of sites that are staffed by a
caretaker in the summertime.
	New Hampshire hikers may notice
renovations, replacements, and brand
Work crews from the Appalachian
new shelters along the trails. The
Mountain Club replaced Garfield Ridge
AMC worked on three campsites in
Shelter in fall 2011. SALLY MANIKIAN
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2011. A crew of backcountry caretakers built a fourth campsite on the AMCmaintained section of the Grafton Loop Trail, Bald Mountain Campsite,
consisting of two platforms and a moldering outhouse (a composting
outhouse that relies on natural processes rather than fans or other equipment
to break down waste). The AMC trails department repaired Gentian Pond
Shelter, located in the Mahoosuc Range along the AT in New Hampshire,
replacing the sill logs and the first course of logs, as well as replacing
the floor system and foundation posts. Last, but not least, the AMC
replaced Garfield Ridge Shelter in fall 2011 with a custom-designed shelter
from John Nininger’s Wooden House Company. Although all shelters are
part of the human story in the backcountry, Garfield Ridge Campsite holds
a special place in history as the pilot project in intelligent campsite design;
in 1971, Garfield was the first campsite that the AMC trails department
designed itself, allowing department members to research how hikers use a
site from day one.
Also in New Hampshire, the Cohos Trail Association built the Old Hermit
Shelter on the Sugarloaf Arm of Mount Sugarloaf in the Nash Stream Forest.
Lumber for the lean-to was donated by a local sawmill (the water-powered
sawmill, the Garland Mill) of Lancaster, and the North American Timber
Framers Guild carved and trimmed out the frame. “The handcrafted work
is stunning,” commented Kim Nilsen of the CTA. The shelter is named for
the hermit who lived at the base of Mount Sugarloaf for a generation about
50 years ago.
Among the new construction and repair were two removals. The U.S. Forest Service took apart the Resolution Shelter, located on the Davis Path in the
Dry River Wilderness in the White Mountain National Forest. The shelter,
built by the AMC in the 1930s, had been determined unsafe and had been
closed since 2009. The shelter was too decomposed to repair, and a number
of factors led to the decision for removal. The U.S. Forest Service also dismantled the Perkins Notch Shelter in the Wild River Wilderness. The full
scoping report is available on the White Mountain National Forest website.
Resolution and Perkins now join a number of other shelters that have come
and gone in the White Mountain National Forest, such as Liberty Spring
Shelter, Desolation Shelter, Great Gulf Shelter, and Isolation Shelter.
—Sally Manikian
News and Notes Editor
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Good Riddance, Irene
On August 28, 2011, Tropical Storm Irene arrived in New England. The storm
brought torrential rain and extremely fast and high water. Streams jumped
their banks to find new routes, boulders rolled downstream and carved
wider banks, and woody debris and sediment choked streams. Vermont,
New Hampshire, and Maine were all hit hard by heavy rains, with Vermont
sustaining the most extensive and sustained damage to trails and roads.
	In the aftermath of Irene, the Green Mountain National Forest remained
closed to backcountry travel from September 1 to 16 so staff could assess
damage. Vital road connections in Crawford Notch and the Kancamagus
Highway in New Hampshire were closed or detoured for the fall of 2011 while
being repaired.
Trails that traveled along rivers and waterways were the most damaged
and often disappeared. In the White Mountain National Forest, Wilderness
Areas were heavily hit. Closed trails because of extreme natural events in Wilderness Areas pose a unique management challenge, given that priority is
given to natural forces in Wilderness Areas.
The focus for 2012 in the Green Mountains and the White Mountains
was on getting work done on trails and roads. In the WMNF, most roads and
bridges were restored through emergency federal trail and road relief money,
and the WMNF received $3.4 million of the approved $4.4 million. Additional
funding was secured through appropriations to work on trail restoration.
Multiple trails remain closed, including the Dry River Trail in the Presidential
Range–Dry River Wilderness, and portions of the Isolation, Rocky Branch,
and Greeley Ponds trails. The Appalachian Mountain Club received funding
to work on Avalon, Willard, and Nancy Pond trails in 2012, and repaired
damage to the Ammonoosuc Ravine and 19 Mile Brook Trail in 2011.
	In Vermont, nearly four miles of Long Trail/Appalachian Trail were closed
indefinitely by flooding of Gould and Sargent brooks. The Green Mountain
Club and the Appalachian Trail Conservancy finalized plans to rebuild half of
the trail in 2012 and 2013. This section of trail includes a road bridge in Shrewsbury, Vermont, that will be replaced with funds from the Federal Highway
Administration’s Emergency Relief for Federally Owned Roads program. Two
additional bridges lost on the Appalachian Trail are the Kent Brook bridge
(due to be replaced in fall 2012 with Federal Emergency Management Agency
funding) and the Gulf Stream bridge in Woodstock in the Green Mountain
National Forest. Additional washouts occurred on the Spruce Peak Spur Trail,
Lye Brook Spur, Old Job Trail, and Homer Stone Brook Trail.
—Sally Manikian
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Connecticut River Established as the First National Blueway
Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar signed a secretarial order establishing the National Blueways System and announced that the 410-mile-long
Connecticut River and its 7.2 million-acre watershed will be the first National
Blueway—covering areas of Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts,
and Connecticut.
Running from the Canadian border to Long Island Sound, the
Connecticut River and its watershed house 2.4 million residents and 396
communities. The estimated 1.4 million people who enjoy the natural beauty
and wildlife of the Connecticut River watershed every year contribute at least a
billion dollars to local economies, according to the Trust for Public Land.
The watershed encompasses the Silvio O. Conte National Fish and Wildlife
Refuge and includes mountains, streams, wildlife habitat, cities and rural
towns, working lands, and wild and scenic rivers. More than 10 percent of
the U.S. population lives within 100 miles of the watershed.
The National Blueways system recognizes river systems conserved through
diverse stakeholder partnerships that use a comprehensive watershed approach
to resource stewardship. Establishment of a National Blueways System will
help coordinate federal, state, and local partners to promote best practices,
share information and resources, and encourage active and collaborative
stewardship of rivers and their watersheds across the country.
The program will provide a new national emphasis on the unique value
and significance of a “headwaters to mouth” approach to river management.
Recognition as the first National Blueway highlights the unique ecological
features and recreational opportunities of the watershed and is a significant
step toward implementing the visions of the America’s Great Outdoors
Initiative and the New England Governors’ Conference's Connect People to
the Outdoors report.
Establishing the Connecticut River watershed as a National Blueway will
help promote access to the rivers and trails in the watershed for outdoor
recreation, conservation of wildlife habitat and working lands, and support
travel, tourism, and outdoor recreation economies throughout the watershed.
The National Blueway designation differs from existing federal designations
for rivers (e.g., Wild and Scenic), which generally cover only a segment of
a river and a narrow band of the riparian corridor. A National Blueway,
by contrast, includes the entire river from “source to sea” as well as the
river’s watershed.
—From press releases
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COURTESY OF REBECCA ORESKES

Oreskes Awarded
Waterman Award
Rebecca Oreskes, who retired in fall
2011 from the U.S. Forest Service
and is a longtime writer and editor
on conservation and wilderness
topics, received the Guy Waterman
Alpine Stewardship Award from the
nonprofit Waterman Fund on April
14, 2012. Oreskes has written often
for Appalachia, and, with Doug
Mayer, conceived and conducted
our “Mountain Voices” series,
which was recently published as a
book (see review on page 155). She
lives in Milan, New Hampshire,
with her husband, retired U.S.
forester Brad Ray. The two run a
vegetable farm.

AMC Launches Kids Outdoors Online Community
The Appalachian Mountain Club has launched free, registration-based
“Kids Outdoors” online communities to get families outdoors close to home
in the Boston and New York City areas. Parents can now visit the new
Kids Outdoors at kids.outdoors.org for local expert advice and more than
100 outdoor activities, many close to public transportation, based on two
new books from the AMC, Outdoors with Kids Boston and Outdoors with
Kids New York City.
Each Kids Outdoors community, customized with local content, features
the following:
• Close-to-home hiking, biking, swimming, paddling, and playground
ideas for kids up to age 12, searchable through Google Maps
• Tips to get started
• Opportunities for parents to ask questions and get advice
• A local blog focused on outdoor advice and ideas for parents
• A local event calendar, including AMC chapter family activities
• The ability to share favorite trip ideas, photos, comments, and ratings
• The ability to share with friends via Facebook and Twitter
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The authors of Outdoors with Kids Boston and Outdoors with Kids New York
City will moderate the communities, contribute content, and respond
to questions. [Editor’s note: For a review of these books, see Books of Note on
page 151.]
Kim Foley MacKinnon, author of Outdoors with Kids Boston, is a
Boston-based editor, journalist, and travel writer—and the mother of a
teenage daughter. She has written four guidebooks and contributed to
several others.
Cheryl and William de Jong-Lambert, authors of Outdoors with Kids New
York City, live with their two young children in New York City. Cheryl is
the editorial director at the Mount Sinai Medical Center and a longtime
freelance writer. William is an associate professor of history at Bronx
Community College, City University of New York, and affiliate faculty at the
Harriman Institute at Columbia University.
The AMC Kids Outdoors communities support the AMC strategic
Vision 2020 goal of getting 500,000 young people and their families outdoors by the end of the decade. The AMC is committed to broadening the
range of family activities offered through its chapters and local partnerships,
in addition to increasing the use of AMC destinations easily accessible to
urban areas, including the AMC Mohican Outdoor Center in New Jersey’s
Delaware Water Gap and Ponkapoag Camp in the Blue Hills outside Boston.
The Kids Outdoors sponsors include L.L. Bean, Boston Central (bostoncentral.com), Bright Horizons, and NYMetroParents.
—AMC press release

Slumping Down the Trail
For a few happy years, my family spent a week every summer at the rustic
AMC Three Mile Island Camp in Lake Winnipesaukee. We loved it. But
for me, walking the rocky trails, canoeing, or playing the occasional game
of tennis didn’t provide enough aerobic exercise. Besides, I loved mountains,
and dozens in plain view beckoned from across the lake.
	One lucky year, a family named Chrisman was on the island when we
were. Dr. Chrisman—I never knew his first name—was an avid hiker, and he
agreed to lead a Three Mile expedition into the Sandwich Range. As I recall,
we were a group of mixed ability, and Dr. Chrisman chose an easyish hike,
Mounts Morgan and Percival.
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All trips off-island began with a five-minute voyage in the camp’s antique,
mint-condition wooden Chris-Craft boat. I don’t remember many other
details of the hike, except that it was shady and Dr. Chrisman introduced
us to two useful tidbits of backcountry knowledge. It was the first time
I had heard of the existence of giardia; that was the end of drinking out of the
North Country’s cold mountain streams.
The second thing he taught us was the rag doll technique. You can only
use it on the descent, and only if it’s somewhat steep, but not too steep, and
only if there aren’t too many rocks, roots, and such.
“Just let yourself go, like a rag doll,” he said. So we went shambling and
slumping down the trail. We found the rag doll technique has two advantages: speed, and kindness to our knees. Because you don’t lock your knees,
you move faster—and your quadriceps muscles get a rest. You do have to
concentrate more than a rag doll might, and you have to be prepared to go
back to a conventional pace when the incline changes or the trail gets gnarly.
	Over time, I learned that this technique is much more applicable in the
Rockies or Switzerland, where the trails are wide and the grade constant. It
is just short of a jogging gait, not universally suitable for New England’s
backcountry challenges. Maybe the rag doll technique would be chancy for
backpackers under a big load. For certain, it’s a little harder to coordinate
all one’s limbs when using trekking poles, as I now do. But I’ve called on
Dr. Chrisman’s technique on many mountains, and I always think of him
with gratitude. So do my knees.
—Marty Carlock

Marty Carlock, a journalist formerly with the Boston Globe, has been an AMC
member since 1961.
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Thoreau Listens for the Warblers
They move through the trees like wind
or light, and like light or wind
they will not stay. By tomorrow
the songs of these birds will be absent,
and the light will not be yesterday’s
but today’s. The leaves will not make
a sound, and I will wonder if wind
ever shook this place, if the bright bodies
sang or foraged or filled the canopy
in numbers so dense you might believe
heaven was something to see, to feel
flying fast near your face.
Todd Davis

Todd Davis teaches creative writing and environmental studies at Penn State
University’s Altoona College. He is the author of four books of poems, most recently
The Least of These (Michigan State University Press, 2010) and Household of Water,
Moon, and Snow: The Thoreau Poems (Seven Kitchens Press, 2010). His fifth book of
poems, In the Kingdom of the Ditch, will be published by Michigan State University
Press in 2013.
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Letters
The Long Way Home
Wow, my [Summer/Fall 2012] issue (LXIII no. 2) just came. Your editorial,
“Memory Fails, Loss Magnifies,” just knocked my socks off. Thank you.
—Jean Dolon, Signal Mountain, Tennessee

Over the Hill Hikers
I was disappointed in a number of errors in the review of Over the Hill Hikers
(LXIII no. 2). It is not a group of women hikers. Men are abundant but have
never dominated. They have been happy to follow the vigorous footsteps of
the group’s female founders.
The author, Shirley Lyons, was not Lib’s [Elizabeth MacGregor Bates’s]
sidekick. Shirley didn’t hike. Her husband, Washington, D.C., political
reporter Dick Lyons, was the hiker. Shirley was an official “party person” (the
designation for a spouse who attends Over the Hill Hikers’ social gatherings
but who doesn’t climb.)
	It is inaccurate to say that the group had climbed the 48 4,000-footers
and the 52 with a view. Individual members log their own climbs, with many
members reaching these goals, some multiple times.
The book is not “short on detail.” The author is a veteran journalist and
writes in the fact-intensive style of a newspaper reporter.
The review fails to mention the book’s emphasis on effective community
organizing, the resiliency and longevity of a dynamic group with unelected
leadership, delegation of responsibility to members, and no “mission creep.”
Hiking with friends remains its sole purpose.
—Constance Emerson Crooker, Portland, Oregon
The writer is the daughter of the late Elizabeth MacGregor Bates.
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Brush Me With Honey
When our sun becomes a red giant,
the oceans will boil away
and the earth be scorched
and dead forever, so
brush me with honey,
feed me grilled figs,
and we’ll swim
in the snap turtle perfect
water of Walden Pond,
so deep and silky.
Kiss me quickly
in this nacreous solution.
Cammy Thomas

Another poem by Cammy Thomas appears on page 101.
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Research
Climber’s Photographic Venture Chronicles
Shrinking Glaciers in Himalaya
The MIT Museum in Cambridge, Massachusetts, decided to launch
its first big public exhibit on a controversial aspect of “one of the most
complicated and difficult issues to deal with, scientifically, politically,
and publicly”—climate change. So said museum director John Durant in
April, 2012, when the unique exhibit, “Rivers of Ice: Vanishing Glaciers of
the Greater Himalaya,” opened. This shocking array of giant panoramic
photos of glaciers will remain on exhibit until March 17, 2013.
	In 2007, David Breashears, the mountaineer and filmmaker, started
photographing Himalayan points climbers had previously captured on film
as long as 80 years ago. In the MIT exhibit, Breashears’ modern shots pair up
with old photographs on walls and panels. The contrasts elicited gasps at the

The Kyetrak Glacier on Cho Oyu, elevation between 16,100 and 19,300 feet, as it looked
in 1921 in Major E.O. Wheeler’s photograph. COURTESY OF GLACIERWORKS
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opening. Scientists have measured hundreds of feet of “vertical loss” since the
1920s, but a nonscientist doesn’t have to read the measurements below the
photos. It’s obvious that the frozen rivers are converting to water, dramatically,
changing the rate at which water flows out across this landscape after the wet
season.
For this exhibit, Breashears’ company GlacierWorks collaborated with the
museum and a Boston design firm called Thinc. The modern panoramas,
several as 21-foot-long panels, of the glaciers were mounted next to the older
photographs at the same locations below Mount Everest, Cho Oyu, and the
more northerly Kharakorum Range. At the entrance to the exhibit, visitors
pass a giant satellite photo of Asia on which the major rivers are marked and
labeled. It’s easy to see that if the glaciers in the mountains continue to melt,
water supplies for millions of people could be in jeopardy.
Despite scientific consensus that worldwide climate is changing because of
elevated levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, its effect on the Himalaya
has remained something of a mystery. Some studies have pinpointed glacier
retreat as unrelated to climate change, but a new study published in July

Almost 90 years later, David Breashears photographed the Kyetrak Glacier from the same
spot Wheeler had. It had lost 308 feet of ice. COURTESY OF GLACIERWORKS
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2012 found the glaciers’ melting has accelerated since the early 1980s.1
The MIT Museum’s Durant was careful to say that his organization was not
making any particular statement about the climate. Breashears, too, told a
group of journalists at the exhibit opening that the effect of climate change
on the Himalayan glaciers is not clear. “The more we discovered, the more we
realized the glaciers are idiosyncratic,” he said.
And yet, it’s obvious that the Himalaya are hitting some major changes
because of worldwide climate alteration. “This great and beautiful mountain
range is under tremendous stress under climate change,” said Breashears, who
has been climbing and photographing in the region for three decades. Everest
is at the same latitude as Orlando, Florida, with much higher elevations; the
plateaus below the mountain average about 4,500 meters.
Photos and maps chronicle major glaciers’ elevations and “vertical glacier
loss” between the 1920s, when most of the older photos were shot, and 2008
or 2009, when Breashears took most of the photos on exhibit. The Kharta
Glacier, elevation between 18,373 and 20,997 feet, lost 325 feet of ice cover
since Major E.O. Wheeler of the Royal Geographic Society photographed
it in 1921. The Kyetrak Glacier on Cho Oyu, elevation between 16,100 and
19,300 feet, lost 308 feet of ice since Wheeler photographed it, also in 1921.
The Jannu Glacier on Kanchenjunga lost 275 feet of ice since Vittorio Sella
photographed it in 1899.
Breashears endured some dangerous treks to photograph the same spots
as the old photos. Standing in front of the panels, he said he was proud to be
contributing to the body of research of climate change.
—Christine Woodside

Tandong Yao et al., “Different Glacier Status with Atmospheric Circulations in Tibetan
Plateau and Surroundings,” Nature Climate Change, 2, 663–667 (2012). Summary at nature.
com/nclimate/journal/v2/n9/full/nclimate1580.html. See also Samjwal Ratna Bajracharya et
al., Impact of Climate Change on Himalayan Glaciers and Glacial Lakes. Kathmandu, Nepal:
International Centre for Mountain Development, 2007.
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Books of Note
Before They’re Gone: A Family’s Year-Long
Quest to Explore America’s Most Endangered
National Parks
By Michael Lanza
Boston: Beacon Press, 2012
224 pages. ISBN 978-0-8070-0119-6.
Price: $24.95 (hardcover)
The human nervous system is rigged to “quiet
the voice of self-interest, and to feel a sense of
reverence for the collective,” believes Dacher Keltner,
a Berkeley psychologist studying moral reasoning and the social functions
of emotion. One of the most reliable trip lines from neutralized layabout to
better angel, he reports, is the experience of awe. The birth of a child. The
death of a parent. A hurricane. A grand vista. Anything, he says, perceived as
“much larger than the self.”
	In Before They’re Gone, former AMC Outdoors contributor and longtime
Backpacker magazine editor Michael Lanza embarks on a year-long awe quest,
understanding that when we make time for the natural world to wow us,
we’re more likely to take good care of it. Kind of like our kids. “In spite of
the overwhelming weight of science,” Lanza writes, “we’ve failed to gather the
momentum of honesty required to do what is necessary and right.” And so,
he sets out. To maximize effect, Lanza doubles up awe triggers, combining
two exceptionally resilient and wise young children (Alex, age 7: “When I put
my hood down, it starts raining, and when I put it up, it stops raining.” Nate,
age 9: “My body’s miserable, and when my body’s miserable I think of the
hardest times I’ve ever had, and I feel better”) and some of our country’s most
awesome—and threatened—landscapes: Glacier National Park, the Grand
Canyon, Yosemite, Yellowstone, the Everglades.
	In ten chapters, each one an artful hybrid of environmental reporting
and travel memoir dedicated to one unique and irreplaceable place, Before
They’re Gone combines feeling and knowledge to moving effect. “All the
efforts to protect natural reserves and vulnerable species are partly about
preserving experiences like this one,” Lanza explains while reflecting on an
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exploratory Everglades paddle with son Nate, “when a parent and child can
share a big drink from the cup of wonder and remember the taste for the rest of
their lives.”
	In one particularly poignant passage, Lanza makes the connection between
the Tetons—ragged, enveloping, and wild—and home. “Being here with the
kids,” he writes, “feels like watching them play in the house where I grew up.”
By inviting us into the intimate circle of family—his wife, Penny, a coffeeassisted skeptic, gamely shares the load, and their naturally adorable kids hike
24 miles in three days and kayak in bitter rain and wind—Lanza adds a bright
measure of humanity to an issue often obscured by the language of politics
and science.
Like rooms in a house, the plants and animals and waters of the Tetons
complete our home. We don’t choose to deliberately destroy or dismantle
the walls that protect and comfort our families. Why, then, do we continue
to make the choices that are, in Lanza’s words, fueling “a holocaust that is
expected to claim up to 40 percent of plant and animal species worldwide
by 2100, including 21 percent of mammals, 37 percent of freshwater fish,
and 70 percent of plants”? Our most treasured and awesome national parks
“are reeling under ecological calamities triggered by global warming,” Lanza
writes, and it’s our job to do something about it.
We can’t prove moral truth, right action, exists, but, as Lanza knows,
we may know how it feels. Which is why we keep showing up on tops of
mountains, along the edges of glaciers, deep in alligator country, when we
think we could or should or need to be somewhere else posing as more
important. Why we continue to seek out the mind-stretching and sometimes
sketchy spaces that allow us to slip more feeling into our recently supersized
knowledge cup. We turn out, each step a small act of hope: I feel therefore
I do. Before they’re gone.
—Catherine Buni
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Classic Hikes of North America: 25 Breathtaking Treks
in the United States and Canada
By Peter Potterfield
New York: W.W. Norton, 2012
224 pages. ISBN: 978-0-393-06513-8. Price: $39.95 (hardcover)
Countless trails in the United States and Canada cover
thousands of miles. Only the most discerning and experienced adventurer
could have the confidence and credentials to narrow a list down to the
25 most breathtaking.
Such a man is Peter Potterfield, an award-winning writer and editor
who has chronicled extensive rambles in such publications as Outside, Condé
Nast Traveler, and National Geographic Adventure, as well as on the website
GreatOutdoors.com.
Modeled after his 2005 volume, Classic Hikes of the World: 23 Breathtaking Treks (W. W. Norton), Potterfield’s compendium includes such celebrated
routes as the Teton Crest Trail in Wyoming’s Grand Teton National Park,
the Hermit-Tonto-Bright Angel Loop in Arizona’s Grand Canyon National
Park, and the Skoki Valley Grand Tour in the Banff National Park’s Canadian
Rockies.
Of particular interest to New Englanders is the Presidential Range traverse
on the Appalachian Trail through New Hampshire’s White Mountains.
“The vaunted Presidential Range Traverse, perhaps the most demanding
section of the 2,000-mile (3,220 km) Appalachian Trail, may well be the
best hike in the East,” Potterfield writes. “Deep, in-cut valleys combine
with the highest peaks in the East to make for daunting elevation gains and
heartbreaking losses. Add to that the potential for some of the worst weather
on the continent and you’ve got a wilderness outing of both serious challenge
and epic appeal.” He’s got that right.
The book includes glorious photographs, detailed maps, and hikerfriendly suggestions outlining camping options, vehicle shuttles, alternative
routes, and warnings of potential hazards.
Any dedicated hiker certainly could use it as a bucket list. At the very least,
it should inspire all who savor adventure to get out on the trails again.
—Steve Fagin
Book Review Editor
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Up: A Mother and Daughter’s
Peakbagging Adventure
By Patricia Ellis Herr
New York: Broadway Books, 2012
256 pages. ISBN: 978-0307952073.
Price: $14 (paperback)
In this compelling story of a woman and her young child’s
quest to climb all 48 of New Hampshire’s 4,000-footers, the two face a range
of hardships: spring conditions on their very first hike on Mount Tecumseh,
storms above treeline, nuisance animals, and other hikers who are too
opinionated about Alex’s young age. Herr’s mothering style, and her way of
handling the intrusion of adults’ criticisms, impressed me.
	In the chapter “Ignore the Naysayers,” a man deliberately blocks their
path on a hike to the summit of Mount Eisenhower. He tells 5-year-old
Alex that she should not be climbing such a grown-up mountain. Alex is
understandably incensed. Trish explains to Alex that the man is not used to
seeing young children on the trails. In a chapter entitled “Lose the Paranoia,”
Trish describes an encounter with another man who asks why she is on the
trail with a young child and no man. Another mother-daughter discussion
ensues. When Alex opines that she will just have to use her pepper spray on
any bad guys, Trish can relax, noting, “That’s my girl.” Her daughter had not
been infected by this paranoia. There are many such insightful moments in
this book.
My brother, Richard, appears in this book as Mad River, after the name
of his bungalow in Thornton, New Hampshire. He appears first as a person
who—to put it mildly—is not a fan of children. By the end of the book, he
changes his mind when he accompanies Trish and Alex, by then 7 years old,
on several hikes. Alex completed the 4,000-footers in winter when she was 9.
	Of course, it is unusual to see very young children on the 4,000-footers. I
chair the Family Activities Committee for the Appalachian Mountain Club’s
Connecticut Chapter. I spend a lot of time thinking and talking about which
hikes are appropriate for children. After a telephone conversation with Trish
for a piece in the chapter newsletter, I acquired a copy of the book and read it
in one sitting. The inspiring example set by Trish, Alex, and then her younger
sister Sage demonstrates that any hike is potentially suitable for a child.
Parents should pick hikes they think appropriate for their children, regardless
of whether it is designated as a family hike. Whether it is suitable really does
depend on the child.
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Alex and Sage (who completed her 48 peaks at an even younger age) live
in Massachusetts and New Hampshire. For further information about the
adventures of Trish, Alex, and Sage, go to trishalexsage.com.
—Janet Ainsworth

Outdoors with Kids New York City: 100 Fun Places
to Explore In and Around the City
By Cheryl and William de Jong-Lambert
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 2012
256 pages. ISBN 978-1-934028-59-9.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)

Outdoors with Kids Boston:
100 Fun Places to Explore
In and Around the City
By Kim Foley MacKinnon
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club
Books, 2012
288 pages. ISBN 978-1-934028-60-5.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)
The hardest part of getting children outside is figuring out
where to go and how to get there. These books solve those dilemmas, leaving
parents time to talk up the impending fun, the most important parental
skill required before an outing. These books, written by experienced writers,
all enthusiastic adventurers who have kids, cover all of the practical matters
and answer all of your questions even before you think to ask. Here you
will learn how to get there, what it costs (usually little), and “Plan B”—
where you can go in each particular area if the weather deteriorates after
you’ve gotten everyone there.
Both books do cover very wide geographic ranges around their respective
cities. The Boston guide ranges as far as Penwood State Park in Bloomfield,
Connecticut; Mount Monadnock in southwestern New Hampshire; and
Sebago Lake State Park in Maine. The New York guide omits nearby Connecticut but ventures up into the Catskills of upstate New York. So anyone
living north of New York but south of Boston might buy both of these books,
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and remember that these suggestions do not cover every kid-appealing place
in those outlying areas, not by a long shot.
The Outdoors with Kids books do a great job as inner-city guidebooks,
describing many wonderful outdoor experiences reachable by short train and
bus rides in New York and Boston. They remind us that the early city planners loved green places. Inwood Hill Park in upper Manhattan includes a
network of rolling trails and a playground right on the Harlem and Hudson
rivers. Boston’s Harbor Islands are a short ferry ride from downtown. Urban
green spaces like the Boston Common and Forest Hills Cemetery invite
unencumbered rambling after a short subway ride.
Charts in the beginning pages lay out which places allow pets, which
will appeal to children under age 4, which draw older children or all
ages, which have a place to swim, which allow bikes, where you’ll find
bathrooms, and which have playgrounds. Sections in the beginning offer
general encouragement on nudging children away from computers and
television into the most precious commodity of childhood—unstructured
running around. When was the last time you rolled down a grassy hill with
your kids?
—Christine Woodside

Wild
By Cheryl Strayed
New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2012
336 pages. ISBN: 978-0-307-59273-6.
Price: $25.95 (hardcover)
At age 26, Cheryl Strayed felt abandoned.
Her mother had died of lung cancer, her siblings had
drifted away, she was newly divorced, and she was
using heroin with a man she didn’t love. Standing
in line at a store, she picked up a guidebook to the Pacific Crest Trail, the
National Scenic Trail that follows high mountain ranges through California,
Oregon, and Washington. With zero hiking experience, Strayed set out alone
with an overloaded backpack she named “Monster” onto the PCT just south
of the Sierra Nevada, intending to hike 1,000 miles.
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	She’d filled her stove with the wrong fuel. Her leather boots were too small.
She often lacked water, money, and courage. Her toenails kept blackening
and falling off. An inner monologue taunted her with self-criticism. Recordbreaking deep snow halted her only days in. She and many others skipped a
huge, impassable section in California that included all of Yosemite National
Park. The bypass changed her itinerary. Now she would go through Oregon
and end at a landmark, the Bridge of the Gods.
Others have written about their transformative long walks. But Strayed
has succeeded in creating a work of art where the others have failed. Her story
is literary: The trail itself mirrors her difficult road to wholeness. This is not
easy to do, or every other backpacking narrative would have done so. Her
story is honest: She examines all kinds of mistakes that most of us just push
aside. Her story is funny: She has a fling with a hippie who seems only to
say, “Wow.”
A few clues to how difficult it is to wrestle a backpacking trip into a tale
of life leak out. Her section on Oregon is a little breezy, covering more than
half her hike near the end of the book. By then, though, she’s almost healed;
the arc of the story really peaks much earlier on the trail, when she starts to
realize that she wants to write. Only one final step awaits late in her journey,
when she finally bids her deceased mother goodbye (“she went to the other
side of the river”) and makes plans for her future.
	Strayed—who gave herself that last name, starting over after her divorce—
does not gloss over her mistakes with love, drugs, or family. Wild is not a
book for young children.
For adults who have fled to the long-distance trails trying to repair
themselves (as I did in 1987), Strayed’s story reminds us of where we floundered
in life and how the trail rescued us. Strayed’s pre-trail mistakes loomed bigger
and scarier than mine, but the way she dealt with them reminded me of
myself. She had a long way to climb when she set foot on the PCT, and she
did it. Atta girl.
—Christine Woodside

winter/spring 2013 153

Appalachia_WS2013_PRESSPROOF_11.6.indd 153

11/6/12 5:19 PM

Discover the Adirondacks
By Peter W. Kick
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 2012
250 pages. ISBN: 978-1-934028-31-5.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)
We New England–centric hikers, bikers,
and paddlers who automatically steer for New
Hampshire’s White Mountains, Vermont’s Green
Mountains, or Maine’s Baxter State Park often
overlook an equally accessible and rewarding destination: New York’s
Adirondacks.
	I admit unconsciously to that autopilot proclivity when venturing from
my home in Connecticut to favorite and familiar northern haunts. Every
time I venture into the Empire State’s High Peaks, or on an upstate lake or
river, I ask myself, “Why don’t I come here more often?”
	Some of my most memorable outings—a transcendent kayak trip
from the New York–Canadian border down Lake Champlain and the
Hudson River all the way to the Statue of Liberty, and a glorious climb up
Mount Marcy—have been within New York’s borders.
	In his excellent guide, author Peter W. Kick explains the lure of this
magnificent, 6-million-acre park that encompasses the largest designated
Wilderness Areas east of the Mississippi River. “Adirondack Park is larger than
Yellowstone, Yosemite, Glacier, Grand Canyon, and Great Smoky Mountain
national parks combined. It contains 85 percent of the Northeast’s wilderness,
and only 0.1 percent of its concrete. It has 46 peaks over 4,000 feet; in contrast,
the entire neighboring state of Vermont has eight,” he writes.
Kick, a New York State licensed guide who has led trips through the
Adirondacks, is the author of several hiking and mountain-biking guides.
Like all of the Appalachian Mountain Club guidebooks, this one provides
detailed maps, easy-to-follow itineraries, well-researched background information, and quirky tidbits that only someone who has been there/done that
could provide.
To wit, this comment about climbing Mount Arab, a 1.5-mile hike suitable
for families with small children, leading to a fire tower at the summit: “During
the summer months when a summit intern is present on the mountain, the
alidade and map are kept in the tower. An alidade is a sighted brass rod that
swivels in a full circle over a topographic base map. During the tower’s active
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service, in the event that a tower observer spotted smoke, the sights of the
alidade were aligned in its direction and a compass bearing was taken from
the end nearest the observer.”
	Of course, the guide contains much more than explanations about
alidades. In all, it includes more than 50 of the best places to hike, bicycle,
and paddle in a park that by New York constitutional amendment—the only
such mandated protection in the United States—must remain “forever wild.”
—Steve Fagin

Mountain Voices: Stories of Life
and Adventure in the White Mountains
and Beyond
By Doug Mayer and Rebecca Oreskes
Foreword by Laura Waterman
Boston: Appalachian Mountain Club, 2012
248 pages. ISBN 978-1-934028-80-3.
Price: $18.95 (paperback)
These fifteen interviews of seventeen climbers, business owners,
forest rangers, and conservationists appeared in seventeen installments in
Appalachia over fourteen years. (Those of two of the subjects, bootmaker Karl
Limmer and climber and businessman Rick Wilcox, originally appeared in
two parts each.) I am the third of three editors of this journal involved in
the Mountain Voices project. I hold as one of my highest goals shepherding
original interviews of people who witnessed and made mountain history. I
celebrate the gathering of these into the long-dreamed-of book.
Doug Mayer and Rebecca Oreskes first thought of Mountain Voices during
a ski in Evans Notch, in the northern White Mountains. They approached
former Appalachia editor Sandy Stott in 1999 with the idea of profiling
men and women who had devoted their lives to the mountains. Mayer, a
former Mount Washington Observatory staffer, backcountry rescuer, and
trails volunteer for the Randolph Mountain Club, and Oreskes, a former
Appalachian Mountain Club hut croo member who became a U.S. forester,
could have interviewed themselves for this. They wanted the subjects to tell
their own stories. Mayer and Oreskes taped subjects on a simple microcassette
recorder at the subjects’ houses or workplaces. The two asked questions and
started conversations—and then got out of the way, allowing subjects to talk
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as long as they needed to. The authors edited many, many hours of transcripts
into the narratives, which is very difficult because the journal could not fit
every story. Mayer and Oreskes were dedicated to preserving the subjects’
own words exactly as they said them. These are living histories.
Laura Waterman, one of those interviewed for the book, writes a thoughtful
foreword explaining the importance of the project. It spanned three journal
editors’ tenures: Sandy Stott’s, Lucille Stott’s, and mine. AMC Books editor
Kimberly Duncan-Mooney edited the book version. The photos by Jonathan
Kannair and Ned Therrien show the subjects in their favorite places. Old
personal shots round out the illustrations. Mayer and Oreskes, who spent
hundreds of hours on the project, predict that any future Mountain Voices–
like series might not find subjects who live most of their lives in one place.
I hope I’m around to see whether that’s true or not.
—Christine Woodside

Katahdin Comrades: The Journals of Lester F. Hall
By Lester F. Hall
Brunswick, Maine: High Point Graphics, 2010
385 pages. ISBN: 978-1450716246. Price: $20 (paperback)
At least ten books about Katahdin and the area that is now
Baxter State Park in Maine have come out in the last decade. Surely the
most important of these is this book, which provides accounts of about two
dozen trips Lester F. Hall made between 1928 and 1958. More than half of
Hall’s trips were rambles of two weeks or more, and his colorful descriptions
of the area on the eve of development into today’s park put this book on a
rank with George Witherle’s Explorations West and Northwest of Katahdin in
the Late Nineteenth Century (Maine Appalachian Trail Club, 1950).
After Hall’s first Katahdin ascent, from Daicey Pond, he moved to the
other side of the mountain. With poor roads and trails, the Katahdin area
was truly difficult to explore, especially from the east, and Hall’s excitement
at simply getting there in 1929 is unbounded; his pride at getting a car over
the Windey Pitch in 1930 seems justifiable (although he was not the first;
Edward S.C. Smith accomplished this feat in 1923). On Hall’s first ascent to
Chimney Pond, he wrote, “There was only one thing to say, and I guess we all
said it—‘My God!!’” Almost immediately, he met Roy Dudley, and a lasting
friendship was born.
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	On his frequent traveling companion Jake Day’s first trip, Hall spent
several days in the Sandy Stream area fishing and tramping and exploring,
then they went to Chimney Pond. They listened to Roy Dudley’s tales of
Pamola, the now-famous legendary mountain goddess, while Day sketched
the now-familiar likeness. Later, the comrades cut a new trail across the
tableland to Russell Pond.
Despite the title, the trips went into northern areas not normally covered
by detailed histories. Hall’s accounts also include the logging history
surrounding Katahdin, and that legacy produces mixed emotions. Rarely,
though, does he criticize the effects of the dams, roads, and paths.
Katahdin Comrades is already hard to find but worth the effort.
The photos and maps are well chosen. The book includes later writings by
Hall, including some “new” versions of Dudley’s yarns. As Hall ages and
encounters more than his share of bad weather, some glee wears off, but he
is never too old or miserable to revisit familiar places or experience new ones
with awe, reverence, and excitement. It is impossible to read these pages without sharing those feelings.
—Jim Logan
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New! Mountain Photography
Bradford Washburn
2013 Calendar
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New! Mountain Voices

Stories of Life and Adventure in the
White Mountains and Beyond
By Doug Mayer and Rebecca Oreskes
Foreword by Laura Waterman
$18.95 • ISBN 978-1-934028-80-3

This collection of fifteen profiles captures the
stories and spirit of the people who choose
to live in New Hampshire’s craggy, remote
North Country. Over nearly two decades,
authors Doug Mayer and Rebecca Oreskes
interviewed extraordinary people whose lives
are intricately linked to the history of the White
Mountains. With humor, wit, and unforgettable
personal style, these trailblazing pioneers
describe in their own words the foundation
they laid for today’s outdoor adventurers.
Profiles include Brad and Barbara Washburn,
Guy and Laura Waterman, and others.

Find these and other AMC titles, as well as ebooks, through ebook stores, booksellers, and outdoor
retailers, or order directly from AMC at outdoors.org/amcstore or by calling 800-262-4455
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A Peak Ahead

Resource Conflicts in
the Backcountry

T

he next issue of A ppalachia will take readers on field trips
to land and water that provide or assist in civilization’s endless search
for energy and food. John Gioia will take us skiing on Mount Klappan
in British Columbia, site of coal or natural gas exploration. Appalachian
Mountain Club Director of Research Ken Kimball and Mid-Atlantic
Policy Manager Mark Zakutansky will evaluate the impact of two proposed
electrical transmission lines through natural areas in New Hampshire and
Pennsylvania. Naturalist and writer Tim Traver will lead us on a trip seeking
trout in the White Mountains. Writer and photographer Lisa Densmore will
chronicle her trip, in a kayak, looking for effects of the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil
spill. David Leff will return to our pages with a call for a new land ethic that
values even industrial lands.
Also next time, Robert F. Manning and Martha S. Manning answer their
question, “Why Walk?”—an excerpt from their new book, Walking Distance:
Extraordinary Hikes for Ordinary People (Chelsea Green, 2012). Annie Bellerose
will share two journeys with her father, George, to the Maine woods: the first
in 1990, when she was 7; the second in 2008, when she notices the passage of
time. Bill Geller will describe clues to the lost methods of logging on Maine’s
West Branch of the Penobscot River. In our final essay, the “black dog” of
depression retreats during a frightening cliff walk as told by frequent journal
contributor Christopher Johnson.
	I’m delighted to welcome two new members to our Appalachia
Committee: Rebecca Oreskes, known for her work with Doug Mayer on
the Mountain Voices series recently published by AMC Books as a collection,
and Connecticut photographer Skip Weisenburger. See you in June as we
peruse these pages for features, Accidents and Alpina reports, book reviews,
and news in and around mountains and waterways.
—Christine Woodside
chris@chriswoodside.com
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“I started reading Appalachia for the accident reports, but I kept
reading for the great features.” — Mohamed Ellozy, subscriber
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